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On the wall of a museum showroom
in Amsterdam hangs a painting
portraying a peasant family in a murky
dining room eating potatoes by
lamplight. The sombre mood of the
work, created by dark earthly tones,
honestly shows the gloomy, depressive
world of the peasants. This masterpiece,
known as “The Potato Eaters”, was the
first attempt of a budding artist who was
eager to demonstrate his talent to the
world. Despite the apparent “mistakes”
in the painting — the disproportionately
large torsos and the rigid poses of the
figures — the artist’s unconventional perception of beauty
took him beyond a great artist and made him a legend. This
is Vincent van Gogh.

Van Gogh was a late bloomer. It was only at the age of
27 that he decided to take up painting as his career. Desperate
to make up for the lost time, he went to art schools and took
long hours of practical training with monkish devotion and
manic industry. Like many other artists, van Gogh, convinced
of his own genius, lived in the absolute assurance that he
would one day revolutionise the art world.

In 1887, van Gogh, together with other aspiring painters,
had his first exhibition in Du Chalet, a cheap Parisian
restaurant artists frequented. However, nothing was sold.
There is a rumour going around that van Gogh sold only one
painting during his lifetime. Refusing to come to terms with
the harsh reality of the world, he said, “I can’t change the fact
that my paintings don’t sell. But the time will come when
people will recognise that they are worth more than the value
of the paints used in the picture.” The time did come, but,
sadly, only after his death.

A century passed. Van Gogh’s works are still influencing
how people view beauty. During his stay in Paris, the
confident artist, inspired by the fresh subjects he encountered,
began to experiment with avant-garde art. The earlier dark,
mute tone of his palette gave way to a plethora of vibrant
colours, as shown in the burst of bright yellow in the “Four
Cut Sunflowers”, which captivates the mind and leaves one
astounded at their simplistic beauty.

Fascinated by the beauty of southern France, van Gogh,
full of hopes, left Paris and boarded the train for Arles in
February 1888. One day, something caught his eye when he
was strolling across the countryside. It was a ruined abbey
on Montmajour, a small hill covered with holly, pines and
olives. He climbed the hill. Under the greyish sky, he stood
hunched against the strong wind, barely able to plant an easel,
and started painting on the rattling canvas. He translated the
sky, rocks and plains into a swarm of swirls, dots and dashes.

Poreraic o f = Lonely Painter —

The gusty wind rustling olive branches,
implied by the foaming patterns, is viscerally
portrayed. The dark brown earth, the yellow
and lilac fields and grey-blue sky are a
splendid show of colours.

The gifted artist was, however, a
complete failure in everything the secular
world values. Calling himself a nonentity
and a disagreeable man, he was not able to
earn his own living. Nor was he able to start
a family or even keep his friends. Yet, he
wanted to let people know what was inside
his heart through painting. His art was an
attempt to regulate a world with which he
was unable to come to terms. The painting of his yellow chair
standing vacant on a red-tiled floor is a symbol of despair
and loneliness.

Fate handed van Gogh both talent and a disturbed mind.
Suffering from psychotic episodes, he was considered a
lunatic rather than a genius by people of his day. Two days
before Christmas in 1888, plagued by hallucinations, he cut
off one of his ears with a razor blade. After his discharge from
hospital, he painted the famous “Self-Portrait with Bandaged
Ear”, in which the gay colour of the easel in the back offers
a stark contrast to the whiteness of the wide bandage on
his face.

Van Gogh’s
disturbed mind
never quieted
down. At the age
of 36, he went on
his own into an
asylum near
Arles where he
painted day and
night to near
exhaustion so as to banish the fear of relapse. A strong sense
of turmoil and restlessness runs through the surface of his
paintings of this period. The flickering brush strokes become
atrue torrent and pour over the whole of the canvas: intricately
entwined gigantic nebulae on a star-studded sky, the waving |

yellow of the ripe wheat fields, the green flaming tongues of
the cypresses....

Gravely worried about the financial and family problems
facing his brother Theo, on whom he fully depended, van
Gogh was unable to shed the sorrow that had taken hold of |
him. On a summer night in 1890, he went into the fields and
shot himself in the chest. Two days later, he died in the arms
of Theo, marking the end of the short life of a lonely,
misunderstood artist, whose soulful interpretation of the world
mirrors his unrequited love for art. '
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On a dark night, English
Romantic poet William
Wordsworth lay awake in his bed,
praying for a moment of blessed
unconsciousness. For three nights
in arow, he had been wrestling with
insomnia. Dragged into a torrent of
exasperation and exhaustion, he
resorted to the worn-out remedy of
sheep counting.

As portrayed in his sonnet “To Sleep”, a flock of sheep
“leisurely” pass by Wordsworth, and “one after one,” he
counts them. Tormented by his wakefulness, he turns his
thoughts to “the sound of rain” and the murmuring hum of
bees. He conjures up an idyllic world with “rivers, winds and
seas”, and imagines seeing “smooth fields, white sheets of
water, and pure sky”’. However, “Thave thought of all by turns,
and still I lie/Sleepless!” admits the poet.

Wordsworth compares sleep to a recalcitrant beauty. No
matter how hard he tries to win her heart, she continues to
deny him the privilege of sinking into deep oblivion. With
dread, he anticipates the hearing of the “first cuckoo’s
melancholy cry”, a symbol of another failed night. Sleep is
the “blessed barrier between day and day”, and a “mother of
fresh thoughts and joyous health”. Without sleep, our mind
dries up, our well-being suffers and joy disappears. In
desperate need for a moment of peace, the poet begs, “So do
not let me wear to-night away”’. His lament strikes a chord
with people who have gone through countless sleepless nights.

Like Wordsworth, the persona of Emily Bronté’s poem
“Spellbound” is trapped by the night, though not by sleep but
by something beyond her control: “The night is darkening
round me ”. The “wild winds” are blowing “coldly”, the “giant
trees are bending” and “their bare boughs weighed with
snow”. The storm is not simply continuing but is “fast
descending”. Yet she “‘cannot, cannot go” because she is under
a “tyrant spell”.

What keeps her there? The question has intrigued poem
lovers for over a century. It has been suggested that the
woman is terrified at the
prospect of leaving
her child to die in
the mountains on a .
stormy winter
night. But she
cannot bring
herself to do that.
Forcefully written
with bleak imagery
and alliteration, this

short poem describes a
struggle between a woman

and the storm that is trying to

force her to retreat. At the end
the persona takes control of
herself and declares “nothing
drear can move me”, and “ I
will not, cannot go.”

Some say the night belongs to
the dead. Thomas Hardy’s poem ‘“‘Channel
Firing”, written four months before the outbreak of the First
World War, is an outcry against humans’ perpetual quests for
power and vengeance, narrated by a dead man buried in a
graveyard near a church. Awakened by the sounds of guns in
a military exercise, the dead man says with fear, “That night
your great guns, unawares,/ Shook all our coffins as we lay”.
The mouse is so scared that it drops the “altar-crumb” and
the worms crawl back into the mounds. The roaring gunfire
makes the dead think of the coming of the Judgement Day.

God assures the dead man that it is not the Judgement
Day, and that the noises are from “gunnery practice out at
sea”. The world is just like it used to be. The bloodthirsty
nature of men has never changed and all nations are “striving
strong to make/Red war yet
redder.” God jests that it is
a “blessed thing” that the
Judgement Day has not
come yet. If not, most of
the living would have
to sweep the floor of
Hell for their threats of
war.

One of the dead
wonders why men cannot
curb their endless desire for
war and why the world is as confusing as when they were
alive. A priest, another dead man in the graveyard, replies in
a depressing tone, “ I wish I had stuck to pipes and beer”,
implying that men never learn, and all his efforts to preach
are in vain.

More guns are fired, disturbing the night, and men are
“roaring their readiness to avenge”. As belligerent as ever,
humans indulge in their fantasies of war which go back to
distant history, back to the days when Stourton Tower was
built to resist the invasion of the Danes, back to the age of
King Arthur and his knights, and back to the time when the
mysterious Stonehenge was erected.

We think we are all acquainted with the night. But with
their dazzling ability to communicate human solitude, frailty
and visionary hope, poets paint a different picture of the
nocturnal hours.

is seen r‘gl_tlier than féit-,_ and poetry
that is felt rather than seen. X

Leonardo da Vinci
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A group of inmates in grey prison clothes surrounded
stout man with a winged moustache inside a brightly-lit
assroom, listening attentively to every word the man said.
ey were the students of an art class and the man was their
itor, Thomas.

“Look at this blank paper. What are you going to do
ith it, Jack?” asked Thomas, fixing his eyes on a young
man who was a newcomer to the correction centre and
the class.

Jack shook his head.

il

“You have choices,” said Thomas while
opening a box of watercolour paints, “and
there are so many to choose from.” He
squeezed red, yellow and green paints
into the wells of a palette, and started
mixing water with them. Jack
watched closely what Thomas did.

“We have the freedom to
express,” continued Thomas, “and we
have the freedom to paint what we
want.”

Jack dipped his brush into the reddish
iquid on his palette, and carefully painted inside the
outline of a robot he had drawn with pencil. There was so
much water in his brush that the liquid splashed across the
urface of the sheet.

. “You don’t want a robot that drips.” Thomas snatched
the brush from Jack and dabbed it on a towel to soak up the
excess liquid.

Sunlight shone through the bars on the window. Jack
was so engrossed in his painting that he momentarily forgot
his fear — a rare moment of calmness since he was taken to

[

-
[ f"“ ,Jq prison. When the lesson was over, he looked at his work, and

~ his lips curved into a contented smile.

= That night, Jack curled up in the top bunk inside his
cell, scribbling in a pristine diary given by his father: Day
12. 1 like my painting. It’s cool. The robot looks exactly like

the one I have at home. I felt free in the class.

“Did you enjoy the painting class?”’ A voice came from
below.

“Yeah, very much.” Jack looked down and saw Thomas
reading a letter from his son.

“Have you finished university?” asked Thomas.
“No, I only finished secondary school.”
“Drug?”

“No. I stole from a bank, you know, by hacking an
A.T.M. I got caught on my first attempt,” replied Jack.

s found words.

emotion has found its ﬂl(;ughf and the

“Petty. I robbed banks and convenience stores, a
battered an old guy to death as he tried to snatch his mone:
back. I've got no chance of parole. But I was an art teache
before taking heroin, so they let me teach here,” said Thomas.
‘My son is the same age as you. He’s going to be a lawye:
after graduation this June. Young man, get a university degree
here. If you learn, you don’t return.”

Jack found hope in Thomas’s words and joined the
programme called “University Behind Bars”. Days passed,
and Jack got used to what happened around him. One night,
as usual, he wrote: Have been here for a year now. Things

are pretty much the same. Thanks to Thomas, I'm
safe here. But I failed my English test today.
Have got to work harder. The chief warden
ordered me to paint something pleasant
on the wall of the reception area of

the prison school, starting tomorrow.
“No small feat,” Thomas said.

Inspired by his first trip to the
3‘ beach with his parents, Jack relived = =
his happy memories by painting a = =
boy building a sand castle under an
orange sun. Sumptuously painted in rich
reds, bright greens and succulent yellows,
his first mural delighted both inmates and visitors
who could feel the gentle ocean breeze and hear the rustle
of swaying palms as they gazed at the wall. Jack finished
more paintings and his art was all over the place: a poster
portraying a white teddy bear with a red heart at the entrance
of the prison, a mural showing a beautiful violet sky over a |
blue lagoon inside the dining hall, a water-colour sketch
hanging near the sports ground depicting a tall man throwing
down a powerful slam dunk....

Guided by Thomas, Jack collaborated with some fellow
prisoners in producing a comic book called A Different Life
for raising drug awareness. More than a thousand copies were
distributed. Jack continued to chalk up more achievements.
On his 999th day in prison, he wrote: A great day. Told by
the chief warden I would be given parole after I get my degree.
1 gota ‘B’in English Language. One more. I won the National
Prison Postcard Design Competition. It’s a drawing of an
angel walking alongside a man in chains and shackles.

A few months later, the prison door was thrown open,
and Jack, in a blue suit, walked out into the sunshine. His
father, standing in the shade of a blooming cherry-blossom
tree, waved to him. Jack had wanted to say “Hi, Dad”, but
the words seemed to clog in his throat. Before getting into
the car, he halted and looked back at the correction centre.
Suddenly, a piece of drawing paper fell from the brown
envelope he was holding, and fluttered to the ground. Jack
picked it up, and tears welled in his eyes. It was a painting
of a colourful palette, and written on the back were the words:
You have choices. Don’t return.

Robert Frost
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“Painting is silent poetry, and poetry is painting that speaks.” 6. This English Romantic painter was famous for his
Filled with vivid metaphors and wonderful rhymes, poems delight landscapes. He painted “Salisbury Cathedral from
the ear and evoke emotions in the reader. Paintings, on the other the Bishop’s Grounds” in 1825. Who is he?
hand, captivate the eye and reflect life with colours and images.
Attempt the following questions to see how much you know about
these two art forms: 7. Raphael, the “master of masters”, created from 1508 to 1511 a
fresco featuring the school of an illustrious ancient city. Which
city is that?

1. “April is the cruellest month, breeding/ Lilacs out of the dead
land, mixing/ Memory and desire, stirring/ Dull roots with spring
rain.” Who wrote these lines?

8.  The title of William Ernest Henley’s poem “Invictus” is a Latin
word. What does it mean?

2. What school of art did Monet and his associates establish?

9. Y. B. Yeats’s tombstone contains the concluding lines of one of

; e
B TR his poems. What are those lines?

TR (c ARGl wistiaPear] Barring™ 10. “She sits quietly, watching people through eyes that have a

twinkle of merriment. Her hands rest on her lap. She is famous
for her beguiling grin and her missing eyebrows.” This is the
description of a famous painting. What is its name?

5. Complete these lines: “The Northern Lights have seen queer
sights,/ But the queerest they ever did see/ Was that night on the
marge of Lake Lebarge/ [ >

Please send your entry to the Editorial Board of Word Power, Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau,
Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong before 15 August 2015. Watch
out for our coming issue to see if you get all the answers right, and better still, if you are one of the lucky five to win a
prize. The Editorial Board will have the final say on the answers.
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ORI SRR YOI Prof. Jason Gleckman ~ Hon Chinese Adviser Prof. Fan Sin-piu  Hon English Adviser Prof. Jason Gleckman
ED RiZ S ZH ZESNE AT AR Vit ok Chairman ~ Mrs Stella Mui Member ~ Mr Lee Chi-wing Executive Editor M Ricky Tong
ZH FHERLL ZH BiHELL DGR BRI Member ~ Mrs Eunice Chiu Member ~ Ms Kam Cheng Assistant Editor ~~ Mr Chan Yue-kun
ZH BRELL ZH ERELL Member  Ms Peggy Chan Member ~ Ms Jasmine Fok
ZH f2dEL L ZH Reph L Member  Miss Holly Lo Member  Ms Melanie Cheung

CICERY 55 #A AT B 2515 5 48 E (http://www.csb.gov.hk/tc_chi/publication/2006.html)  AI3sHA A AT 2 Rk ik » 5527 58 B it & 5 66 97 & S AT BUN & 8 =1 )4 2310 EAH B
SIS R Wl SO COGH) S B & > BB £ csbolrs @csb.gov.hk

Word Power is also uploaded to the webpage of the Civil Service Bureau (http://www.csb.gov.hk/english/publication/2006.html). If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write
to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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