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Tong Yang-Tze’s art form is calligraphy. She started from writing with a brush and incorporated
formal composition and abstract aesthetics from Western modern art, and with the ancient art of
calligraphy, not only developed a significant new dimension, but also promoted dialogue among her
contemporaries. Born in Shanghai to a literary family in 1942, Tong started studying calligraphy from
ancient stone rubbings in her childhood and moved to Taiwan with her family when she was 10. She
graduated from the Department of Fine Arts at National Taiwan Normal University and then traveled
to the United States to enroll in the University of Massachusetts, where she received her master’s
degree. After returning to Taiwan in 1977, Tong fully engaged in calligraphy, relying on her vigorous and
liberated brushwork and own compositions to endow this traditional art of writing with contemporary
interpretations and unique style.

Margaret Shiu and her husband were both fascinated with Tong Yang-Tze’s calligraphy and collected
three of her works, which were later donated to the Museum: the two late 1990s paintings People
Today Cannot See the Moon of Ancient Times, Yet the Moon of Today Once Shone on Ancient People
and Endless Treasure; and the 2005 Clear Scent of Flowers, Shadowy Moon. Since the 1970s, Tong
had experimented with different possibilities in ink painting, and based on her ample achievements in
calligraphy, explored the blending of a contemporary spirit into her expressive style. Until the 1990s,
she used both running and cursive scripts to create a charming unity between painting and calligraphy
in works that contain both the concrete meanings of Chinese characters and a unique spirit of abstract
expression, thus challenging how calligraphy was appreciated. In this period, she mastered the
substance of Chinese characters and further refined the composition of their linear qualities to achieve
great expressive power in her works. For the horizontal scroll painting People Today Cannot See the
Moon of Ancient Times, Yet the Moon of Today Once Shone on Ancient People, Tong chose a famous
line from the Tang Dynasty poet Li Bai’s Asking the Moon, a Cup in Hand, but was not restricted by the
text—instead she presented the beauty of the lines in each character and their rhythmic variations
with forceful brushwork. Tong’s reinterpretation of this line of classical poetry expresses both ancient
sentimentality and transcends the impermanence of an individual life while taking a long view of the
ages with a degree of detachment. The second work, Endless Treasure, is even more free and confident
like abstract painting, and features bold and lively brushwork as well as the artist’s clear grasp of
original composition.

Around 2000, Tong started painting large-scale works, which not only was a challenge to her working
method and physical strength, but also presented viewers with a new visual experience. The subject of
her 2005 Clear Scent of Flowers, Shadowy Moon is the Song Dynasty poet Su Shi’s Spring Night, all four
verses of which Tong composed along the right edge of the paper. For the work’s title, Tong skipped
the well known and much loved first verse of the poem (Spring night—one hour worth a thousand gold
coins), and instead chose the second, reflecting her distinctive nonconformist taste. Her elegant and
lilting brushwork is filled with the delicacy of Su Shi’s verse, and along with glinting gold paper, brings
light to the beautiful and intoxicating qualities of a precious spring night. (isabelle Kuo)
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Today Once Shone on Ancient People
1996

2 ~ #% Inkon paper

39x182cm

B8 Donation 2021.0005.001
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ES R Endless Treasure
1997
2= #% Ink on paper
69 x138 cm

#8582 Donation 2021.0005.002
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2k B EEBHEM Clear Scent of Flowers, Shadowy Moon
2005
2 #& Ink on paper
230x25cm
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