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I experienced a studio-based artistic training 
as a child in Hong Kong in the 1950s, when 
ancient traditions were still very much alive. 
By the age of 12, I was declared a professional 
in Chinese painting. In 1977, I returned to 
Hong Kong and studied calligraphy and the 
carving of seals with Lok Siu San, one of the 
‘Big 10’ artists, and became the first woman 
in the history of China to be a Master of 
three arts – painting, calligraphy and the 
carving of seals.

The idea of the artist was communal: 
while teaching was the mainstay, selling 
paintings was part of a career. Every artist 
aimed to find a protégée, one who will 
be better than oneself. This is because 
every artist is seen as the frontier of what 
has been achieved; if one cannot support 
someone else to become even better, then 

the artist is seen to be moving backwards! The seriousness 
with which this was taken was seen in the fact that artists 
exhibited with their students and the reputation of an 
artist did not just depend on the quality of their own work. 
If an artist did not show students producing good work, 
then no matter how good their own work was, they were 
considered a bad artist by the public due to the lack of 
contribution to the progress of culture. 

In the West, there is a great misunderstanding about the 
practice of making variations on recognised works of art. 
Making variations is not viewed as copying in the Chinese 
tradition. Original works of art are of course produced 
at points in time by talented artists – but once a work is 
considered to be of great merit, then variations are done by 
others. This is because the Chinese considered the products 
of talent to belong to everyone, channelled through the 
artist. This is why for many years China did not recognise 
the concept of copyright, and this is only recently changing. 
The making of variations was part of the process of public 
ownership. The work is itself. Not only that, a work of merit 
was considered to be something that can be bettered. It was 
ego-less. The original was seen as not necessarily the best 
it can be; through a variation, it may be even better. The 
ultimate concept was of a work of art moving through time, 
perfecting itself through many hands. 

Art Perfecting Itself
Living the Arts of the East and the West

Judy liNG WoNG 
oBe.CBe Judy liNG WoNG oBe.CBe

F or me producing art is simply not enough. Enabling 
  people to engage with the art is central to my way of 
  living the arts. I see art as an engine of change. It 
is powerful in its subtleties in affecting people by striking 
at the depths of our being. It can, through inspired 
understanding, enable people to take a leap beyond 
intellectual understanding, to grasp complex details that 
allow all of us to act consciously and purposefully in the 
world. 

As Vice Chair of the UNESCO UK Man and the Biosphere 
Urban Forum, I proposed a series of nine events across the 
UK, over three years, called ‘The Art of Nature – Beauty and 
Complexity’. The third event, ‘Spirituality, Myth, Culture, 
Art and Nature’, took place in October 2014 at the Balaji 
Temple just outside Birmingham. The next event, ‘Water, 
Water Citizenship, Art and Nature’ will take place in May 
2015 in North Wales.

Reaching Back and Going Forwards: The Influence 
of my Chinese Roots

The latter part of one’s life is always about integration, 
moving back and moving forwards at the same time, 
capturing the fruits of experience, informing a vision that 
addresses the present and reaches into the future. 
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Absorbing Gems from the West and Building 
the Future

From the West I took the freedom of form, the diversity 
of materials and ideological originality, and the excitement 
and impact of the sheer absence of boundaries in seeing 
it as a social and integrative instrument. Movement within 
nations and through the world is a contemporary gift. 
We live in an unprecedented time – a global community. 
There is no pure culture. I feel we are truly approaching 
a oneness. This situation challenges us to take new ideas 
on critically while looking at ourselves through others’ 
eyes. It is threatening and beckoning. It engenders dreams 
and inculcates fears of loss. We have to face the fact 
that isolationist unique cultures are a thing of the past. 
Stimulus and change are the order of the day. The skill of 
discernment, the ability to get at the essence of the range of 

The concept of art as a living element moving through time 
was the key defining point. Similarly, poets may produce 
a wonderful first line for a poem and find themselves 
unable to complete it. There are single lines of marvellous 
uncompleted couplets carved into stone on the mountains, 
waiting for someone in the future to find the perfect 
responding line. It was the work that was important, 
rather than the individual. Originality and virtuosity were 
recognised as characteristics of the talented, but what 
emerges inspirationally is beyond the individual. 

The other aspect of teaching that was held in such high 
esteem and as such an integral part of being an artist was 
that there were teachers of the highest quality everywhere 
to be found. There were diverse styles to choose from, 
according to their closeness to one’s own personality. 
Ordinary people strove to acquire the ability to paint well. 
One may not be great but one can strive and do it 
well. It was also about having a role in supporting 
what one admired. One took part in enabling an 
artist to live and work as much as taking a serious 
interest in experiencing and understanding the art 
form through participation in its craft, its emotion 
and its creation. Such socialisation of art meant 
that the standard of appreciation of painting was 
extremely high. Talking art was a common ability. 

The communal context of the act of creativity was 
also celebrated in communal painting. There were 
particular restaurants and cafes where certain 
artists met on particular days of the month and 
any artist or student could join in. A huge piece 
of paper was put onto the wall and anyone was 
welcome to add to the picture, responding 
aesthetically to each other’s contributions, 
commenting, discussing, exchanging ideas and 
techniques. 

Moving from the East I found being an artist in 
the West a lonely affair – so much so that I spent 
part of my time as a community artist to recapture 
the joy of sharing and teaching. Through this 
experience, I discovered that I had such a passion 
for people that over many years I poured my 
creativity into the charity Black Environment 
Network, as its founding director. Creativity was 
the continuity. Many of my friends were dismayed 
as they only associated ‘art’ with products that 
were objects. But all creativity is the same – the 
legacy ultimately lies within the people one 
inspires or works with, whether there are separate 
objectified products or not. The process and its 
impact is as much creativity as the production of a 
concrete work of art. This philosophy that is alive 
in me mostly died away in Mao’s China and the 
impact of internationalism in Hong Kong.
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Judy Ling Wong is the Honorary President of Black 
Environment Network, with an international 
reputation as the creative pioneer in the field of 
ethnic environmental participation, bringing 
together different fields and cultural visions. With a 
background in the arts, psychotherapy and community 
engagement, she is uniquely placed to achieve this. 
Judy is a painter and poet. She is the first woman in the 
history of China to be Master of the Three Arts. Her 
integrated approach has earned her many honours, 
including an OBE for pioneering ethnic environmental 
participation and a CBE for services to heritage. Judy 
is the Chair of the Sowing the Seeds Network, the Vice 
Chair of the UKMAB (Man and the Biosphere) Urban 
Forum and its Lead for the Art of Nature Initiative, 
and the Vice Chair of the DEFRA Civil Society 
Partnership Network. (For further information; www.
ben-network.org.uk www.ukmaburbanforum.co.uk 
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/defra-civil-
society-partnership-network-cspn)

people, environment and culture we are exposed to are the 
keys to a positive and remarkable future.

Now, later in life, I find myself returning to the practices of 
calligraphy, painting and poetry, strongly integrated with 
spiritual and social awareness. My return to these media 
is marked more than ever by the necessity to set it within 
a transformative framework of sharing, teaching, crossing 
sectors and networks, to be something bigger than just 
the act of the isolated creation of objects of art. Hence for 
example the ‘Nature and Art’ project I described earlier.

I do not undertake this search alone. I build networks 
and bring different sectors of people together. I mesh art 
forms according to need. I position myself as a leader who 
nurtures many leaders so I can do myself out of a job and 
keep moving on. I am interested in formulating Big Ideas 
together with others of like mind, blending the spiritual 
and the practical. I envisage progress through the context 
of a group mind and group effort.

Once upon a time, Leonardo could work at the cutting 
edge of all sciences and arts in a single lifetime. Now we 
can hardly keep pace with the developments of one branch 
of the sciences or arts within one lifespan. To be effective 
and relevant we have to work in groups, capitalising on 
each others’ expertise, skills and experience. If we cannot 
find the answer in one sector, it is often simply in another. 
Having the goodwill for this approach is not enough. 
We need to strategically and steadily build up a minimal 
critical level of understanding of the range of concerns in 
order to be able to cross sectors and engage in meaningful 
dialogue to fuel actions.

New doors continue to open. I have used storying as 
a tool for decades but I am at present experimenting 
with creating a form of storytelling that enables cross-
cultural insights and the understanding of shared multi-
cultural history. For this, I have much to thank Martin 
Shaw and his West Country School of Art. Recently I 
became connected with the Values Quest project of the 
Club of Rome and ARC (the Alliance for Religions and 
Conservation). Their interest in the use of story as part of 
a process to make the awareness of values explicit instead 
of implicit in everyday life, and up to levels of policy and 
beyond, is a new platform for the power of the arts to 
show its worth. Values Quest helps to underpin an aspect 
of the next phase of the United Nations’ investment in the 
sustainable development goals. 

I look forward to a continued excitement of connected 
creativity that has an expanding impact on the world – and 
to experiencing art perfecting itself on a grand scale. I end 
with Joseph Beuys’ assertion that “everyone is an artist” as 
the final piece in the jigsaw for my creative way of living 
the arts. 


