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Shepherd Gallery is pleased to present its fourth exhibition of works by
Ching ho Cheng (1946-1989). The collection features works from the psychedelic period of the late 1960s to Cheng’s gouache shadow pieces, on to
his torn abstractions, and eventually to his alchemical works in the 1970s and
1980s. In retrospect, these paintings seem to reflect the “Five Elements”
found throughout traditional Chinese thought: Water, Fire, Wood, Metal,
and Earth. Grouped together, Cheng’s paintings illustrate a deep connection
to the fundamental principles of the Wu Xing, a Chinese philosophical concept of transformation. These works validate Henry Geldzahler’s prediction
that Ching ho Cheng’s “intelligence and discipline in these early pieces show
an artist ready to evolve in any stylistic direction he feels impelled to take.”
Since our last exhibition in 2008, there has been renewed interest in the psychedelic works of the 1960s. The survey Sinister Pop at the Whitney
Museum in 2012-13 featured Cheng’s Angel Head, which was one of the
more popular and commented on works in the exhibition.
Cheng’s work is included in the following public collections: the Whitney
Museum of American Art, the Brooklyn Museum, the Cleveland Museum of
Art, the Minneapolis Institute of Arts, the Everson Museum of Art,
University Museum at the University of Pennsylvania, Syracuse University
Art Galleries, and the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden.
RK / DW

COVER ILLUSTRATION: Untitled, 1982, pastel on rag paper,
29 ½ x 22 ½ inches
GRAPHIC DESIGN: Keith Stout
TECHNICAL NOTES: All measurements are in inches and
centimeters; height precedes width. Prices on request. All works
subject to prior sale.
PHOTOGAPHY: Hisao Oka, Sybao Cheng-Wilson

CHING HO CHENG
1946 – 1989
At a time when Asian-American artists were virtually absent from
the contemporary art scene, Ching ho Cheng was highly regarded
by his peers and prominent art historians such as Gert Schiff and
Henry Geldzahler, the first curator of Twentieth-Century Art at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Both men, close friends of
Cheng, promoted and collected his work, which was exhibited
extensively in New York and Europe.
Cheng often traveled abroad, but when in New York City he
resided at the landmark Chelsea Hotel during its edgiest, wildest
time. In the 1960/70s the roster of residents there included the
artists Larry Rivers, David Hockney, Vali Myers, and Richard
Bernstein, the fashion designer Charles James, and the rock star
Dee Dee Ramone. He once lived in a room that had been occupied by Arthur Miller and Marilyn Monroe. Cheng, a regular at
Max’s Kansas City, was also friendly with Andy Warhol and Bette
Midler. Rosa von Praunheim filmed Cheng in his Chelsea Hotel
studio for Praunheim’s award-winning film, Tally Brown, New
York (1979), a documentary about Tally Brown, singer and actress.
His psychedelic experiences in these years led to the first body of
work, about which the poet David Rattray, in his article Visualizing
the Invisible: The Psychorealism of Ching ho Cheng (Brez Magazine,

1976) remarked: “his pictures make a decorative first impression.
But then, as one focuses on their disturbingly visceral imagery and
funky sexuality, they get tough.” Cheng’s Angel Head was included
in the Sinister Pop exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American
Art, 2012-13, and was acquired by the Museum along with three
other works from this period. Henry Geldzahler found in these
paintings “a search for evidence of connectedness: man with man,
man with nature, and man with God…”
At the same time Cheng began to study ancient cultures
which led him to experiment with colors and shapes as symbols:
the egg form stands for regeneration, blue represents spirituality
and green denotes rebirth. These works can be seen in cat. nos.
12 and 13.
In the late 1970s Cheng’s work took a radical turn-about. He
began to depict ordinary objects in his studio - a window, light
switches, peeling paint – in airbrushed gouaches so delicate they
appear as whispers of paint on paper. Cheng found serene beauty in mundane objects. He became increasingly fascinated by
auras and light, which for him symbolized the afterlife.
In the early 1980s a new period of his art emerged when, in
frustration, he tore up a drawing he found inadequate – a meticu-

lous artist, Cheng destroyed works that were not up to his standards. From this one transformative act evolved his stunning body
of torn works. He realized that the process of tearing paper was
simultaneously constructive and deconstructive. Featured in the
present exhibition is the wall-sized Interrupted Text, a torn work
created in collaboration with the poet David Rattray. Rattray
wrote a text in black ink on paper, specially prepared and then torn
by Cheng. This partial destruction transformed the text in such a
way that it could never again be read in its entirety. It became a
visual expression for our fragmented perception of reality.
In the fall of 1981, Ching ho Cheng went to Turkey. Visiting
caves and grottoes, he was fascinated by their colors and textures.
Back at the Chelsea, he explored an oxidation process, which led
him to submerge paper, covered with copper or iron filings, in
water for several weeks. He was thrilled by the rust’s permanence
and depth, but at the same time he saw the spiritual possibilities of
these works. The oval and curved shapes took on meaning as passage ways to the next realm, the afterlife, which concerned Cheng
in all his artistic endeavors. The culmination of these rust works
was an installation at the Gray Art Gallery in 1987 of an arch filling
the whole large window of the gallery, facing Washington Park.

Cheng was born in Cuba where his father held a diplomatic
post. His extended family in China was among the wealthiest
and most respected families in the country. Cheng’s revered
great aunt, Soumay Cheng, a graduate of the Sorbonne, was the
first female lawyer and judge in China and the first Chinese
lawyer ever to practice at the French Court in Shanghai. During
the revolution, which eventually overthrew the ruling Manchu
Dynasty, the young Soumay Cheng collaborated with the
Kuomintang (Chinese Nationalist Party). She traveled with a
suitcase full of explosives destined for the Kuomintang’s clandestine stash of munitions, and participated in secret meetings in
her home. She married Wei-Tao Ming, a prominent diplomat
and politician. Cheng’s family moved to New York in 1951. He
lived in Kew Garden Hills, Queens, and studied at the Cooper
Union School of Art (1964-1968). His first one-man show was
held in Amsterdam in 1976, and his first exhibition in New York
followed a year later at the Gloria Cortella Gallery.

Original text by Leanne Zalewski, (2008)
Revised by Robert Kashey and David Wojciechowski (2015)

REMARKS
The three stunning works on paper by Ching ho Cheng in the permanent
collection of the Whitney Museum of American Art surely prove him to be
one of the most original practitioners of a psychedelic-inflected Pop and the
creator of some of the most visually arresting works of the “Summer of Love”
era. The artist explored very different styles and ideas later in his career works reflecting a calmer repose and an interest in the natural world. But
these early works are flush with a spirit of exploration and youthful exuberance. There is also dizzying spatial sophistication, a dazzling color sense, and
playful but virtuosic revelry in inventive organic forms. Cheng is finally
becoming recognized for the incredible skill and imagination he brought to
all of his work: his talent inspires.
Carter Foster, 2015
Curator, Whitney Museum of American Art

My brother, Ching ho Cheng, discovered Taoism early in his artistic career
when he began his quest for spirituality, harmony and balance. Ching stated
in a letter to a fellow artist in 1976, “ I am reaching a point in life that I feel
more than ever my own Chineseness, a search for my own identity that can
only be described as akin to a Taoist way of thinking and believing.” Thus,
the Five Elements became an integral part of Ching’s philosophy. The elements of water, fire, wood, metal, and earth and their universal law of transformation came to define Ching’s core artistic principles. The metaphysical
inhabits all of my brother’s works from his early psychedelic to his last
alchemical paintings.
Sybao Cheng-Wilson
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Cover Untitled, 1982, pastel on rag paper. 29 ½ x 22 ½ inches

CATALOG
11.

Untitled, 1979, gouache on paper. 32 x 29 inches

1.

Chemical Garden Study, 1968, gouache on rag paper. 13 ¾ x 16 3/8 inches

12.

Untitled, 1984, charcoal, graphite and blue pastel on torn rag paper. 14 x 21 inches

2.

Sun Drawing Study, 1967, marker pen on rag paper. 13 ¾ x 21 ¾ inches

13.

Untitled, 1985, charcoal, graphite and green pastel on torn rag paper. 39 ½ x 50 inches

3.

Kiss, 1968, gouache on rag board. 25 x 25 inches

14.

Untitled, 1982, charcoal and graphite on rag paper. 30 x 21 ½ inches

4.

Queenie Study, 1968, gouache and ink on rag board. 30 x 30 inches

15.

Untitled, 1983, charcoal and graphite on torn rag paper. 26 x 38 inches

5.

X Triptych, 1970-71, gouache and ink on rag board. Panel I 30 x 36 inches, panel II 30 x 30 inches,
panel III 30 x 24 inches

16.

Untitled, 1987, iron oxide on rag paper. 42 ½ x 34 ¼ inches

17.

Maya, 1988, Iron and copper oxide on torn rag paper. 24 x 28 inches

6.

Untitled, 1976, gouache on rag paper. 8 ¾ x 10 inches. Onion stamp and dated on verso: 2•VII•76

18.

Untitled, 1988, iron and copper oxide with black acrylic on canvas. 30 x 26 inches

7.

Untitled, 1976, gouache on rag paper. 11 x 17 inches. Signature in Chinese.

19.

Study for The Grotto, 1987, iron and copper oxide, graphite on torn rag paper. 23 x 49 ½ inches

8.

The Flame Study, 1977, gouache on rag paper. 12 x 10 ½ inches

20.

The Grotto, 1987, The Grey Art Gallery Installation. Iron oxide on rag paper. 10’9 x 28’8 (in situ)

9.

Untitled, 1978, gouache on paper. 23 x 27 inches. Signed and dated on verso: I•78

21.

The Interrupted Text, 1988, ink on torn rag paper. Collaboration with David Rattray. 77 x 50 inches

10.

Untitled, 1979, gouache on paper. 21 ½ x 26 ¼ inches
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