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HO KAN: FORMS OF CONSCIOUSNESS

By: John Seed

Great Genius ripens late
Great Music few notes
Great Painting without picture

- Lao-Tze (translation by Zao Wou-Ki)

In the mid-twentieth century, when
Abstract Expressionism was transforming
the field of Modern Art, Chinese artists were
largely isolated from modernist develop-
ments. Divided into two camps by revolution
and civil war, they found themselves facing
severely limited possibilities. Chinese Art-
ists on the Communist controlled mainland
were obligated to mimic Soviet propagan-
da art and manufacture Maoist kitsch. Their
counterparts in Nationalist Taiwan could
choose between learning academic European
techniques or maintaining the moribund tra-
ditions of gud hua (traditionalist) ink paint-
ing. The tone of Taiwan’s artistic culture was
modeled by the President’s wife, Madame
Chiang Kai-shek, who studied ink painting
with Huang Chun-pi, a specialist in water-
fall painting who was also the Dean of Art
at the Taiwan Provincial Normal School.

Ho Kan, who had fled the mainland in
1949 for Taiwan, entered the TPNS in 1950
to train as an art teacher. Almost immediately
he felt limited by its academic curriculum and
practices which struck him as rigid and fixed.
Ho Kan also found the exercises and assign-
ments easy, which bothered him since he held
the personal conviction that painting “should
not be an easy job”. Expanding his horizons
by visiting art exhibitions, attending lectures

and reading magazines that featured modern
art, Ho Kan soon met the artist Li Chun-Shan
who would become his mentor and expose
the young artist to modern art and thought.

Li Chun-Shan, who had entered the
Shanghai Academy of Fine Arts in 1930 at
the age of 18, had been affiliated with Chi-
na’s first modern art group, Juelanshe (The
Storm Society). During a 1932 trip to Japan
he encountered Léonard Tsuguharu Fouji-
ta, whose anti-academic teaching methods
impressed him greatly. It was in Japan that
Li Chun-Shan also discovered Surrealism
and Freud’s theories of the unconscious,
which transformed his art and generated his
lifelong dedication to modernism. High-
ly influential—both as a critic and a teach-
er—he established a studio and art school
in a brick bungalow on An-dong Street in
Taipei’s Eastern District where he propa-
gated avant-garde ideas to avid disciples.
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Ho Kan responded well to his new
mentor’s “coffee house” style of teaching
which emphasized conversation and study.
“He taught us that looking at paintings could
be divided into three stages,” Ho Kan later
recalled; “the first one is to ‘appreciate,’ the
second to ‘study,” and the third, ‘create.” Li
Chun-Shan also opened Ho Kan up to mod-
ernist ways of thinking including the potential
of seriality in painting and the possibilities of
overall composition offered by contemplat-
ing the entirety of a developing work. Ho Kan
soon found that his studies with Li Chun-Shan
had freed him from naturalism and tradition
and moved him towards what called the cos-
mological. He finally felt free to pursue “the
essence of painting,” which he detected in
the works of European modern masters in-
cluding Cézanne, Gauguin, and Van Gogh.

After Li Chun-Shan left Taipei in
1955, Ho Kan and seven of his other stu-
dents—Oyan Wen Yuen, Hsiao Chin, Li Yu-
an-Chia, Tommy Chen, Wu Hao, Hsia Yang,
and Hsiao Ming-Hsien— founded The East-
ern Painting Association (To-Fan), the first
Chinese art movement dedicated to mod-
ernist abstraction. The To-Fan group soon
achieved notoriety after their 1957 group ex-
hibition in Taipei outraged the conservative
Taiwanese art establishment. From that point
forward they were known as The Eight Out-
laws. The 1957 show included artists from
Spain, where Ho Kan soon travelled.As he
gained recognition for his Surrealist-themed
images of strange beasts in dreamlike spac-
es, overseas exhibitions in Japan and Italy
broadened Ho Kan’s perspective. In partic-
ular, visits to Milan, Italy—the home of a
large Chinese community— provided new
exposure and opportunities for conversation.

Ho Kan’s friend Hsao Chin had moved
to Milan in 1960 where he did what many of
China’s diaspora artists eventually did: he
attempted to redefine his Chinese roots in a
new cultural context. Extensive study of the
Tao led Hsao Chin to the idea that there were
innate patterns and essences to be discov-
ered behind the facade of the natural world.
By 1961 he had founded an art movement,
the Punto International Art Movement, along
with Italian artist Antonio Calderara, Japa-
nese Sculptor Kenjiro Azuma, and Chinese
artist Li Yuan-jia. One of the first interna-
tional art movements to blend Eastern and
Western ideas, the group’s manifesto urged
an understanding of the finite within the in-
finite using a “point” that could be extend-
ed into lines to construct abstract forms.
Anti-materialistic and grounded in the val-
ues of simplicity and equilibrium, the Pun-
to movement held considerable magnetism
for Ho Kan, who moved to Milan in 1964.

In Italy Ho Kan’s art retained the “pe-
culiar beauty” of Surrealism, while gradu-
ally incorporating some of the Taoist ideas
and geometric tendencies associated with
the Punto group. Living in Milan, where the
legacy of “Metaphysical” painters like Car-
los Carra and Giorgio de Chirico still reso-
nated, further stimulated Ho Kan’s interest in
ideas about identity and consciousness. By

the late 1960s an array of idiosyncratic
forms, circles and lines populated the col-
ored fields of Ho Kan’s work, which were
activated by implied Taoist energies. In con-
trast with Western abstractions of the same
period, which often employed soft-edged or
poured expanses of modulated color that car-
ried Expressionist urges, Ho Kan’s paintings
displayed a kind of decorous and refined sen-
sibility rooted in Chinese art and philosophy.
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Working with a set of elements inspired
by the forms of Chinese characters—includ-
ing space, points, circles and triangles—Ho
Kan has spent the past six decades inventing
personal ideograms that resist association
with fixed meanings or associations. These
inventions coalesce into what Ho Kan thinks
of as “spiritual arrangements,” set in aesthet-
ically magnetized spaces of deep rich colors.

Hints of remembered forms, including
Chinese incense burners and furnishings from
the artist’s childhood home make appearances
from time to time as do Taoist symbols, frag-
ments of architecture and vestigial figures.
These glimpses of the real are not pictures
in any literal sense, but rather essences that
move from memory towards intangibility.

In his paintings of the past decade, Ho
Kan has developed a distinctive visual lan-
guage that features symbols which playfully
evade fixed associations or meanings. Ori-
gin 24 from 2010 features an enclosed blue
spiral that has a Yin and Yang at its origin,

while also suggesting rings of smoke filling
a sphere. It seems to say something about
the way that energies are contained and bal-
anced. Abstract 2015-154, another composi-
tion which places a circular boundary with-
in the square of the canvas, contains a small
frame with opposing magenta and white cor-
ners radiating yellow triangles. Is it, perhaps,
a kind of spiritual map of the way that art
makes its way from the soul into the world?
An oval “point” of black floats at the center
of Abstract 2015-059, held in a red stasis by
opposing stripes of white. It is a symmetrical
image that balances like meditative vision.
Perhaps coincidentally—or intuitively—the
composition’s center is dominated by the
red, white and blue colors of Taiwan’s flag.

In his continued pursuit of the “es-
sence of painting” that began in Taiwan, Ho
Kan remains committed both to finding the
natural expression of his own subconscious
and acknowledging the energy and chaos of
the universe. “We are not concerned with
the universe of the scientists,” Ho Kan says
of himself and other artists. “Artist’s uni-
verses are created out of the imagination.”

Today Ho Kan stands as a pioneer-
ing modernist and a key figure among Chi-
na’s artistic diaspora. Over time, his work
has remained true to the artistic vision that
was formed during his studies with Li Chun-
Shan. It has also broadened through his as-
sociations with the Punto movement and
exposure to an international range of influ-
ences. Like Zao Wou-ki, another Chinese
born artist who worked for most of his life in
Paris, Ho Kan needed to leave China to find
his inner essence and its deep cultural con-
nections. His work, with its refinement, sense
of intellectual play and universal appeal, is
strikingly alive and historically significant.

ELI KLEIN GALLERY

Origin 24, 2010
Oil on canvas
19 3/4 x 19 3/4 inches (50 x 50 cm)
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Oil Painting

Abstract 2015-059, 2015
Oil on canvas
39 3/8 x 39 3/8 inches (100 x 100 cm)



Abstract 2015-018, 2015 Abstract 2019-030, 2019
Oil on canvas Oil on canvas
19 3/4 x 23 7/8 inches (50 x 61 cm) 28 3/8 x 35 1/2 inches (72 x 90 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Abstract 2015-054, 2015
Oil on canvas
39 3/8 x 39 3/8 inches (100 x 100 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Abstract 2015-025, 2015
QOil on canvas
28 1/2 x 35 7/8 inches (73 x 91 cm)



Origin 17, 2010 Abstract 2015-055, 2015
Oil on canvas Oil on canvas
35 7/8 x 28 1/2 inches (91 x 73 cm) 39 3/8 x 39 3/8 inches (100 x 100 cm)




Origin 22, 2006 Origin 23, 2006
Oil on canvas Oil on canvas
76 x 43 3/4 inches (193 x 111 cm) 75 5/8 x 43 3/4 inches (192 x 111 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Abstract 2015-058, 2015
Oil on canvas
39 3/8 x 39 3/8 inches (100 x 100 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Abstract 2015-080, 2015
Oil on canvas
28 1/2 x 35 7/8 inches (73 x 91 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Origin 13, 2010
Qil on canvas
35 7/8 x 28 1/2 inches (91 x 73 cm)



Abstract 2017-037, 2017 Abstract 2013-005, 2013
Oil on canvas Oil on canvas
35 7/8 x 28 1/2 inches (91 x 73 cm) 19 3/4 inches x 27 5/8 (50 x 70 cm)



Abstract 2017-020, 2017 Abstract 2016-005, 2016
Oil on canvas Oil on canvas
35 7/8 x 28 1/2 inches (91 x 73 cm) 63 7/8 x 51 1/4 inches (162 x 130 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Abstract 2015-065, 2015
Oil on canvas

19 3/4 x 23 7/8 inches (50 x 61 cm)
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Abstract 2017-024, 2017 Abstract 2017-032, 2017
Oil on canvas Oil on canvas
311/2 x 39 3/8 inches (80 x 100 cm) 28 1/2 x 35 7/8 inches (73 x 91 cm)



Silkscreen

Untitled 1990-1, 2020
Silkscreen Print
23 5/8 x 23 5/8 inches (60 x 60 cm)



Untitled 1966-1, 2020 Untitled 1972-1, 2020
Silkscreen Print Silkscreen Print
22 x 27 5/8 inches (56 x 70 cm) 15 3/4 x 21 1/4 inches (40 x 54 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Untitled 1975-1, 2020
Silkscreen Print
19 1/4 x 27 5/8 inches (49 x 70 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Untitled 1989-1, 2020
Silkscreen Print
23 5/8 x 23 5/8 inches (60 x 60 cm)

51 & 52



Untitled 1968-1, 2020
Silkscreen Print
22 x 27 5/8 inches (56 x 70 cm)
51 & 52



Charcoal on paper

B e

Untitled 2012-025, 2012
Charcoal on paper

42 7/8 x 31 1/8 inches (109 x 79 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

s o T

Untitled 2012-002, 2012

Charcoal on paper
42 7/8 x 311/8 inches (109 x 79 cm)



Detailed close—ups:
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Untitled 2012-007, 2012
Charcoal on paper
28 x 39 3/8 inches (71 x 100 cm)



Untitled 2012-008, 2012 Untitled 2012-014, 2012
Charcoal on paper Charcoal on paper
28 3/8 x 39 3/4 inches (72 x 101 cm) 39 3/4 x 28 3/8 inches (101 x 72 cm)




Ink on rice paper

Untitled 2018-009, 2018
Ink on Rice Paper
14 1/2 x 11 7/8 inches (37 x 30 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Untitled 2018-007, 2018
Ink on Rice Paper
1 7/8 x 10 5/8 inches (30 x 27 cm)



Detailed close—ups:

Untitled 2018-008, 2018
Ink on Rice Paper
15 x 10 3/8 inches (38 x 26 cm)



Untitled 2018-006, 2018
Ink on Rice Paper
91/8 x 27 1/2 inches (23 x 70 cm)



Untitled 2008-001, 2008
Ink on Rice Paper
13 5/8 x 28 3/8 inches (35 x 72 cm)



Untitled 2018-005, 2018
Ink on Rice Paper
14 x 25 inches (36 x 64 cm)



Untitled 2018-010, 2018
Ink on Rice Paper
91/8 x 16 5/8 inches (23 x 42 cm)



Curriculum Vitae

Ho Kan

Born 1932 in Nanjing, China. Lives and works in
Taipei.

EDUCATION

1953

B.A., Department of Art, National Taipei University
of Education, Taipei

SOLO EXHIBITIONS
2021

Geometric Calligraphy, Eli Klein Gallery, New York
(forthcoming)

2020

Where the Mind Goes, the Heart Follows: Paintings
by Ho Kan, Yancheng Cultural Center, Kaohsiung,
Taiwan

Vision in Space: HO Kan Unlimited, Chini Gallery,
Taipei

HOKAN: Spring Rhythm, Duo Gallery, Shanghai
2018

Beyond Colors and Shapes: A Retrospective of HO
Kan, The Villa Reale of Monza, Italy; Chini Gallery,
Taipei

2016

Reverberations: HO KAN, Taipei Fine Arts Museum,
Taipei

Contemplating the Original Point—The Oriental Ab—
stract Language of Ho Kan, Chini Gallery, Taipei

2015

Ho Kan Solo Exhibition, Moon Gallery, Taichung,
Taiwan

2014
Ho Kan Solo Exhibition, Moon 12 Art, Taipei
2013

Ho Kan Original Sketch Exhibition, LOVE space,
Taipei

Ho Kan Exhibition — Time in Between, STARTS
Studio, Taipei

2012

Age 80 — Ho Kan’s Drawing Exhibition, Da Xiang
Artspace, Taichung, Taiwan

20M

Universal Eternity — Ho Kan Solo Exhibition, Tsing
Hua University Art Center, Hsinchu; Providence Uni—
versity Art Center, Taichung; Cheng Kung University
Art Center, Tainan, Taiwan

2010

Ho Kan Solo Exhibition, Da Xiang Art space, Tai-
chung, Taiwan 2005 Ho Kan’s Poetics of Space,
Dimensions Art Center, Taipei

2001

Oriental Constructivism, Dimensions Art Center,
Taipei

1998

Solo Exhibition, Di La Dal Fiume E Tra Gli Alberi —
Spazio Espositivo Per L’arte, Brescia, Italy

1996
Solo Exhibition, Studio Lattuada, Milan
1994

Solo Exhibition, Taiwan Museum of Art, Taichung,
Taiwan
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1993

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Cherng Piin, Taipei

1992

Solo Exhibition, Casa Veneta — Museo di Muggia,
Trieste, Italy Solo Exhibition, Gruppo 78, Comune di
Muggia, Trieste, Italy

Solo Exhibition, Banca Popolare di Milano, Milan
Solo Exhibition, Galleria del tribunal, Bologna, Italy

1990

Ritrovamento Della Croce, Galleria Radice, Lissone,
Italy

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Cherng Piin, Taipei

Solo Exhibition, Contemporary Art Gallery, Taic—
hung, Taiwan

1988

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan

1987

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Civica d’Arte Moderna
Palazzo dei Diamanti, Ferrara, Italy 1986 Solo Exhi—
bition, Comune di Tavarnelle Val di Pesa, Florence,
Italy

1985

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Toni Brechbuhl, Grenchen,
Switzerland

Non Libreria, Milan

Solo Exhibition, Asiaworld Art Gallery, Taipei
1984

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan
1982

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan

1979

Solo Exhibition, Comune di Macerata Pinacoteca e
Musei Comunali Amici dell’Arte, Macerata, Italy
Solo Exhibition, Galleria Plusart, Venice, Italy

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Brambach, Basel, Switzer—
land

1978

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan

1977

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Chutz, Solothurn, Swit—
zerland Solo Exhibition, Galleria Eco, Finale Ligure,
Italy

1976

Solo Exhibition, Libreria al Castello, Milan

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Fumagalli, Bergamo, Italy
Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan

1975

Solo Exhibition, Libreria al Castello, Milan

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Gemelli, Rimini, Italy

1974

Solo Exhibition, Comune di Alessandria, Alessandria,
ltaly Solo Exhibition, Galleria Andromeda, Bologna,
Italy

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Mercon IV, Rome

1973

Solo Exhibition, Istituto Italo Cinese, Milan

Solo Exhibition, Abbazia dei Padri Benedettini, Final
Pia, Italy Solo Exhibition, Galleria del Leone, Tra—

date, Italy

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan
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1972

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Giovio, Como, Italy Solo
Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan

Solo Exhibition, Galleria AeA, Taranto, Italy

Solo Exhibition, Studio Maspes—Romegialli, Sondrio,
Italy

1971

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Giorgi, Florence, Italy Solo
Exhibition, Galleria Il Fondaco, Messina, Italy

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Del Barba, Castellanza, Italy
Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Studio, Matera, Italy

1970

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Orez, The Hague, Neth—
erlands Solo Exhibition, Galleria Toni Brechbul,
Grenchen, Switzerland Solo Exhibition, Galleria

L’Entracte, Lausanne, Switzerland

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Brambach, Basel, Switzer—
land

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan
1969
Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan
1968

Solo Exhibition, Galleria L’Entracte, Lausanne,
Switzerland

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Wilm Falazik, Bochum,
Germany

1967
Solo Exhibition, Galleria Pozzi, Novara, Italy

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan

1966

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Merlo, Vigevano, Italy

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Il Cenobio, Milan

Solo Exhibition, Galleria La Cornice, Cremona, Italy
Solo Exhibition, Galleria Sanpetronio, Bologna, Italy

Solo Exhibition, Studio Maspes—Romegialli, Sondrio,
Italy

1965
Solo Exhibition, Galleria Artecentro, Milan

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Tao, Vienna, Austria (in
Nansen—Haus)

Solo Exhibition, Galleria dell’Arnetta, Gallarate, Italy
Solo Exhibition, Galleria Il Benabbio, Milan
1960

Solo Exhibition, Galleria Numero, Florence, Italy

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS
2020

Selection of NTMoFA’s Collection, National Taiwan
Museum of Fine Arts, Taichung, Taiwan

Magistrate Residence Living Centre Inaugural Exhi—
bition, Magistrate Residence Living Centre, Tainan,
Taiwan

2019

Painting from Taiwan, Eli Klein Gallery, New York

Taipei Dangdai, Taipei Nangang Exhibition Center,
Taipei

Lineage lI- Li Chun Shan and Varied Voices, Double
Square Gallery, Taipei
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2018

Minimalism - Cold Abstraction — Contemporary Ab—
stract Art in Taiwan, Remarkable Art Gallery, Tain—
an; Chini Gallery, Taipei

HSIA Yan and His Times, Eslite Gallery, Taipei

2017

Taiwan 50 Golden Age, Arki Galéria, Taipei

2016

1960 — The Origin of Taiwan’s Modern Art, Asia

Art Center, Taipei 2014 Milano, Breathing, Taipei,

Pro—partner Foundation, Taipei

Abstract / Symbol / Oriental Exhibition of Taiwan’s
Masters of Modern Art, Liang Gallery, Taipei

Walking by Taiwanese Art: 1927-2014, Liang Galley,
Taipei

2013

Formless Form — Taiwanese Abstract Art, Guang-
dong Museum of Art, Guangzhou, China

2012

Formless Form — Taiwanese Abstract Art, Taipei
Fine Arts Museum, Taipei Exploring the Wasteland
— The Eight Highwaymen of the East, Da Xiang Art
Space, Taichung, Taiwan

20M

Massa Marittima, Grosseto, Italy

2009

Lo Spazio dello Spirito, Scoglio di Quarto, Milan
2008

Surrealists in Taiwan, Taipei Fine Arts Museum,
Taipei

2007

Spazio Art-Line, Milan

2004

Between Modern and Postmodern: Master Chun-
Shen Li and Modern Art in Taiwan, National Taiwan
Museum of Fine Arts, Taichung, Taiwan

2001

Milano 90 Artisti per il Classico dei Tre Caratteri
Edizioni Pulcinoelefante, Milan 11 Omaggi a Pierlu—
ca, Albissola Marina, Italy

Arti Visive, Circolo culturale Bertolt—Brecht, Milan
2000
Biblioteca Comunale di Binasco, Milan

Gruppo Amicizia Cooperativa Sociale, Varese, Italy
Spazio Santa Barbara, Milan

1999

The Momentum of the Ton-Fan Marked in Shang—
hai, Shanghai Art Museum, Shanghai Li Chun—shan
and his Pupils exhibition, Dimensions Art Center,
Taipei

1997

The Memo of Ton—-Fan, Dimensions Art Center,
Taipei

1991

Contemporary Art Gallery, Taichung, Taiwan
Galleria La Bussola (ex Oriente Lux), Torino, Italy
Faenza Anni 90 L’Apprendista Stregone, Faenza,
Italy

1990

Contemporary Artists Drawing Exhibition, Galleria
Cherng Piin, Taipei

1986

A Retrospective Exhibition of Contemporary Chi-
nese Art, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, Taipei
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1984

Masterpieces by Overseas Chinese Artists, Taipei
Fine Arts Museum, Taipei Ponte delle Gabelle, Milan
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The Chinese Response, Hong Kong Museum of Art,
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1974

Premio Incontro d’arte a Bossico, Palazzo del Co-
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1973
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9 Artisti Contemporanei Cinesi, Galleria Artecentro,
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Studio Del Beccaro, Milan
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Galleria Milano, Milan
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Gruppo d’arte ‘la Cornice,” Cremona, ltaly
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1967

Museo Internazionale d’Arte Contemporanea, Flor—
ence, ltaly
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Premio Nazionale di Pittura Corona Ferrea, Monza,
Italy

Il Salotto, Galleria d’Arte, Como, Italy

Studio Maspes — Romegialli, Sondrio, Italy

1966

Museu de Arte Brasileira da Fundacdo Armando Al-
vares Penteado, Sao Paulo, Brazil Galleria Mainieri,
Milano

Signals London, London

Premio Vicolo Pasquirolo, targa d’oro, Padova, Italy
Punto, Galleria Fanesi, Ancona, Italy

Libreria Switch Giampaolo, Varese, Italy
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Pittura Moderna Cinese, Rome

Ottava Mostra Nazionale di Pittura, Capo d’Orlando,
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Galleria Il Fondaco, Messina, Italy
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Galleria Amici dell’Arte, Macerata, Italy
Galleria Garitta, Bergamo, ltaly
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Stranieri, Gubbio, Italy

Sesto Premio Bollate, Bollate, Italy

Cinisello Balsamo (premio di pittura), Cinisello, Italy
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Chinesische Kunstler der Gegenwart, Museo
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The bth Lee Chun-Shan Foundation Modern Art
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International Art Prize of Development

SELECTED PUBLIC COLLECTIONS
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National Taiwan Museum of Fine Arts, Taichung,
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