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A Must-See Matthew Wong Retrospective
Reveals New Sides of an Artist Whose Story Is
Still Emerging






Matthew Wong, Untitled, 2015.
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Europeans like these are typically suggested by critics as the primary inspirations for Wong, but Li
also asserts that he was also looking at 20th-century Chinese artists like Wu Guanzhong, whose
brushy paintings merged avant-garde modernism with traditional calligraphic techniques. This
much is even obvious in The Kingdom, in which the trees, their gnarls represented only by dots,
could be said to evince a Wu-like minimalism. One of the many reasons this retrospective is
valuable is that it views Wong not just as a modernism aficionado but as a curious art lover whose
inquiry transcended the Western canon.

The self-aggrandizing inclusion of a monarch in The Kingdom, sketched out by way of a few jabs of
a brush gobbed with white paint, and the canvas’ scale, at six feet wide, imply that Wong had gained
a confidence that was missing in past efforts. Yet Wong seemed uncomfortable with the idea that he
was a master. His king appears minuscule and expressionless—hardly very regal at all.

Likewise for the searching figures who populate contemporaneous works such as The Bright
Winding Path (2017), in which a person in a blue shirt ambles along a zigzagging white walkway,
nearly fading away into its thick web of pink dots. That figure has only one way to go, but because of
the painting’s crowded composition, he seems lost.

It’s difficult not to see a parallel for Wong’s career here. He’d been included by curator Matthew
Higgs in a group show at the Amagansett space of Karma, the New York market juggernaut with an
eye for cutting-edge painting. This initiated a following for Wong, a painter by then based in
Edmonton, Canada, who few in New York had even heard of before that.
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How much one really can avoid that interpretation is admittedly tested by pieces like See You on the
Other Side (2019), a painting made the year during Wong’s final year. It features a single figure
sitting on a cliff, with a house far in the distance set off by a vast gulf of white. This painting appears
toward the MFA show’s end, but it is not the last thing viewers see. That would be something that is
not an artwork at all: a set of brochures that offer resources for those having suicidal thoughts.

By avoiding any heavy-handed proclamations about Wong’s mental state, Li allows him to be
complex and not entirely knowable. Wong himself even welcomed that ambiguity with paintings
like Tracks in the Blue Forest (2018), in which footsteps in snow trail off into the distance before
disappearing altogether. Where is their maker, and what has happened to that person? The image
leaves all that a mystery without a solution.



Matthew Wong, See You On the Other Side, 2019.
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