
T’ANG HAYWEN
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T’ang Haywen was a Chinese-born painter 
who lived and worked in Paris. He belongs to 
the second generation of Chinese artists who 
emigrated to France after the Second World 
War, which included Chu Teh-Chun and Zao 
Wou-Ki. Both calligraphy and the principles of 
Taoism played a role in shaping T’ang’s art. 



BIOGRAPHY

T’ANG HAYWEN’S EARLY LIFE AND ARTISTIC 
TRAINING 
T’ang Haywen (born as Zeng Tianfu) was born in Xiamen 
in China’s Fujian Province on 20 December 1927. T’ang 
Haywen moved to the city now known as Ho Chi Minh 
City in Vietnam at the age of 10 years old.

Like his contemporaries, the painters Chu Teh-Chun and 
Zao Wou-Ki, T’ang Haywen travelled to France to pursue 
his ambition to train as an artist. In contrast to Chu Teh-
Chun and Zao Wou-Ki, who studied at the Hangzhou 
Academy of Art (now the China Academy of Art), T’ang 
Haywen did not receive any formal artistic training. 
It was, rather, his knowledge and understanding of 
calligraphy and Taoism, instilled by his grandfather, that 
informed his intellectual and artistic development.

THE CHINESE PAINTER T’ANG HAYWEN IN PARIS
T’ang Haywen moved to France in 1948, ostensibly to 
study medicine in keeping with his family’s wishes. 
However, he abandoned his medical studies, taking 
classes at the Académie de la Grande Chaumière instead 
and studying the works of Gauguin, Cézanne and Matisse 
in the museums of Paris. In his early works, T’ang Haywen 
explored a variety of themes, including interior design, 
portraits, self-portraits, still lifes and views of Paris.

His fascination with Shi Tao—the 17th century individualist 
painter—greatly influenced his work. Writing to his 
brother in 1958, T’ang said: “I have found my vocation 
in painting... something I didn’t think would please our 
parents... it is a very serious matter, in which there can 
be no question, honestly, of seeking success for its own 
sake... In order to be genuine, success must be completely 
sincere. Once a painter has found himself, then and only 
then can he work for others, which he must do, but not 
before... I cannot and nor would I wish to abandon this 
vocation.”

T’ANG HAYWEN’S INKS
In the early 1960s, T’ang Haywen demonstrated a 
preference for ink on paper, gouache and watercolour. 
The painter defined an original and personal pictorial 
space using standard-sized sheets of cardboard. First 
working in 29.7 x 21 cm and 70 x 50 cm formats, he then 
went on double these formats to create diptychs. The 70 
x 100 cm format is one of the most common formats in 
T’ang Haywen’s work.

THE CHINESE PAINTER T’ANG HAYWEN’S SOURCES 
OF INSPIRATION  
In 1964, T’ang Haywen painted his Hommage à Cézanne 
on a 70 x 50 cm sheet of paper. In the piece, he revisited 
the composition of Cézanne’s Bathers (Les Grandes 
Baigneuses). 

During the period from 1960 to 1965, T’ang Haywen 
painted a series of very small oil paintings, most of which 
were created on a canvas of newsprint. While oil was the 
preferred medium of Western artists, T’ang Haywen’s use 
of newsprint revealed his modest living conditions as an 
artist.

In 1968, T’ang Haywen painted a large diptych of a group 
of three naked women with dark hair and skin, inspired 
by Gauguin. The piece was reminiscent of Gauguin’s 
greatest work: Where Do We Come From? What Are We? 
Where Are We Going? The Chinese painter inscribed the 
back of the piece with the words: “D’où venons-nous ?” 
[“Where do we come from?”] 

T’ANG HAYWEN & THE CINEMA 
In the early 1970s, T’ang Haywen was invited to India to 
visit Goa by the Maharani of Porbandar. On the beach 
in Goa, he made the acquaintance of the filmmaker 
Tom Tam and his partner Martha Sandler. T’ang Haywen 
appeared with Martha in the psychedelic short film Furen 
Boogie. In 1973, Tom Tam and T’ang Haywen shot T’ang 
Boogie—probably the first art film by a modern Chinese 
artist—in his little Parisian apartment on Rue Liancourt.

THE CHINESE PAINTER T’ANG HAYWEN’S 
EXHIBITIONS AROUND THE WORLD 
In the 1970s and 1980s, T’ang Haywen continued to travel, 
his trips and exhibitions advancing hand in hand. In 1975, 
the curator Mary Tregear presented T’ang Haywen’s ink 
paintings at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. His 
works were also exhibited on several occasions at Nane 
Stern’s gallery in Paris and other galleries in Switzerland, 
Italy and Germany. On the recommendation of a friend, 
T’ang Haywen met the renowned collector Dominique 
de Ménil in the United States, who acquired one of his 
diptychs. 

Chinese painting and calligraphy use the same 
materials: round brushes on paper or silk, with ink and 
water. Although some consider the works of these 
genres abstract by nature, the Chinese artists Zao Wou 
KI, Chu Teh Chun and T’ang Haywen never thought of 
themselves as abstract painters. In 1972, T’ang Haywen 
wrote: “There is no doubt that the play of abstraction can 
briefly inspire people’s thoughts in an instant, but when 
it comes to deciphering and understanding the past, 
there is no further flourishing of sensibility, numbers 
are dead and even memories disappear.  Our profound 
sensibility, related to the unconscious, can only develop 
and grow when nourished by the tangible, that is to say, 
as far as painting is concerned, by the recollection in our 



conscious memory of profound and lasting sensitive 
experiences that we have had in the real world. It is on 
the basis of a certain, and more or less preponderant, 
material figurative representation that painting can 
develop and renew itself without losing itself, and 
expand into the realms of emotion and spirituality…”

At the beginning of the 1980s, T’ang Haywen continued 
to produce diptychs in a variety of formats, also creating 
small triptychs in ink and colour and numerous small 
watercolours. Living more simply, his spiritual journey 
brought him closer to a group of friends, including the 
gallery owner Nane Stern. It was during this period that 
T’ang Haywen travelled to Fontgombault Abbey. He then 
converted to Catholicism and was baptised in 1984 and 
given the Christian name François, which means “free 
man”.

In 1983 and 1984, thanks to his friend Dominique Ponnau, 
T’ang Haywen exhibited at the Musée des Beaux-
Arts de Quimper in Brittany and then at the Musée du 
Château de Vitré. His large diptychs were painted on 
sheets of cardboard produced from wood fibres. With 
some of his friends encouraging him to choose a more 
refined medium, T’ang Haywen began to paint on Arches 
paper—produced from cotton fibres and known for its 
durability. 

T’ang Haywen continued to travel, exhibiting his 
paintings in France and abroad. His last major trip 
took him to Georgia, but his health was deteriorating. 
Suffering from AIDS, T’ang Haywen died in Paris on 9 
September 1991.

POSTHUMOUS RECOGNITION OF THE CHINESE 
PAINTER T’ANG HAYWEN
Towards the end of the 1990s, T’ang Haywen’s work 
began to draw the attention of much wider audiences. 
Several important exhibitions—in particular those at 
the Oceanographic Museum in Monaco, the Taipei Fine 
Arts Museum in Taiwan, the Musée Guimet in Paris and 
the Shiseido Foundation in Tokyo—demonstrated the 
importance and original nature of his work.
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