


DALLAS — Some might think it strange that Matthew Wong would have his
first US museum exhibition and retrospective in Dallas. The brilliant painter
with strong ties to New York City had lived in Canada, Hong Kong, Michigan,
and China before his untimely death at age 35, but never in Texas. However,
Wong did make a decisive journey there in 2017, and the story behind this trip

reveals much about who he was as an artist.



For Li, who joined the museum shortly after Wong’s death in October 2019, the
exhibition is an opportunity to reframe and expand the conversation around
the artist and his work. Wong has been portrayed as a solitary, van Gogh-esque
figure, and his work now fetches millions of dollars at auction. “Many
narratives have grown around him related to his biography, his mental health,
his early, tragic death, and also his market rise,” Li told Hyperallergic on a
recent tour. “The point of this exhibition is to center [the focus] back on his
art, for people to see his paintings, and to experience the wide range and

diversity of works that he was creating.”









Paintings like this one prove that Wong was a gifted colorist, but in one of his
last works, color disappears. The white area between the lone figure and a
distant house in “See You On the Other Side” (2019) is actually unpainted
blank canvas. After seeing Wong’s other late paintings, like the stunning but
somber “Blue Rain” (2018), where we gaze at the image of a far-away home
through a downpour, the omission of paint seems especially purposeful. Here,
the far-off symbol of refuge, along with the piece’s poignant title, have an
especially heartbreaking effect.

Little-known but important aspects of Wong’s creative life, like his poetry and
his love of film, also come into focus in the show. Most of all, Li emphasized
Wong’s dedication to his international network of mentors, friends, and peers.
Wong met Jerry Salz, Jonas Wood, and other big name artists, critics, and
gallerists through his prolific online presence. Thanks to Facebook, Instagram,
text, and email, Wong seemed to bypass many of the usual hesitations and
obstacles that artists face when trying to approach and navigate the art world.
He wasn’t just a tireless talent driven by his own extraordinary artistic

ambition and integrity; he was hungry to be a part of something bigger.

“He recognized the need for building a context and a community around his
work,” Li explained. “One thing that was very surprising when I started
researching and working on this project is how decisive he was, and how self-
directed he was in his career. He wasn’t just painting out in isolation and just
waiting to be discovered. He was working hard to have people see his works.”
His exhibition in Dallas gives even more of us the chance to see Wong’s work

in person.
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