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Go Drink Your Tea, 1992
Sumi ink on Okawara paper mounted on fabric
69 x 17 in (175 x 43 cm)
Private collection, Italy
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Ink Pop:  
Maxwell Gimblett as 
Mediator/Meditator

“Life delineates itself on the canvas called time, and 
time never repeats: once gone, forever gone; and so 
is an act: once done, it is never undone. Life is an ink 
painting, which must be executed once and for all 
time and without hesitation, without intellection, 
and no corrections are permissible or possible.” 

— D.T. Suzuki

Maxwell Gimblett is a sage, pure and simple. Like Andy 
Warhol, often referred to as the mirror of his times, 
Gimblett too creates powerful works of art that are a 
reflection of his world—a rare world informed by his 
own dualistic nature, balanced equally between the 
contemporary Western world he inhabits and the time-
infused religiosity of the East that he has studied for 
decades. Straddling the line between contemporary artist 
and traditional ink-painting master, Gimblett, a confirmed 
monk of the Japanese Rinzai sect, embodies both the 
twenty-first-century Renaissance man and a literary 
scholar fully entrenched in the world of centuries-old 
methods and mindsets. Because of this, he holds a special 
place in contemporary art making, delivering ink-laden 
blows that reverberate through our world and those that 
came before.

Watching Gimblett work is a holy experience. I’ve had 
the luxury of bearing witness to his art making numerous 
times, and each time I walk away feeling energized and 
awakened. Gathering air in his belly to fuel his soon-
to-come burst of painterly gesture, Gimblett seemingly 
enters another realm as his chest heaves and his energies 
build. In a surprising release of this energy, replete with 
a cacophonous expulsion of air and sound, he bellows 
out a sweeping gesture, his paintbrush heavily saturated 
with paint, as his arm hits its target. A single arching 
gesture lays down an animate proof of paint, sometimes 
in a Zen Buddhist circle, or in other forms that are both 
otherworldly and fully of the here and now. To see Gimblett 
paint is akin to a spiritual event, as though a thousand souls 
are watching over him, applauding him, spurring him on.

And yet, even though Gimblett works in the same medium 
and in the same vein as the illustrious ink painters that 
have preceded him for centuries, his work is still fully 
contemporary and resonant within today’s world. His 
choice of colors ranges from the traditional monochromes 
of history through to the glowing color palette of his 
contemporary Pop brethren. For you see, Gimblett is not 
only a monk of the Rinzai sect; he is also, and definitively, 
a cenobite of Pop. It forever intrigues me that Gimblett 
promotes the teachings of ink painting through the 

Eric Shiner
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vocabulary of Pop. At first, one might think that these two 
worlds are wholly contradictory, that there could never be 
a point where they merge. But Gimblett, through his work, 
proves that not only can they become fully conflated, but 
that these worlds of deep reflection upon and immersion 
into a way of thinking are not incongruous at all; in fact, 
they are quite similar in their steadfastness on a theme, on 
a way of life, as a way of being.

When we look back to the many influences that 
Japanese ink painting has had on the West, the Abstract 
Expressionist movement is where we see it most fully 
noted. Jackson Pollock, Lee Krasner, Robert Motherwell, 
and the many other great names of the school were all 
students of ink painting and its biggest promoter, D.T. 
Suzuki. They read his many treatises on Buddhism and ink 
painting with gusto; they absorbed his words, just as they 
delivered their own insights through their varied painterly 
styles that delivered skeins of paint to the canvas directly 
from their inner souls.

In many ways, Pop seemed to go against the very nature 
of Abstract Expressionism. The Abstract Expressionist 
painters absolutely deplored the Pop artists, and felt that 
Warhol and crew were quite literally putting them out of 
business, bastardizing their world of intellectualism and 
faith through the worship of a new God, consumerism. 

They were not wrong. And yet, there is something about 
Pop that is just as essential to our way of thinking and the 
way that we conduct our lives. It is just as relevant, just as 
critical to a reading of our minds and our worlds as the 
notions that the Ab Ex painters put forward. Ab Ex was of 
course heralded as pure freedom, pure expression, and pure 
access to one’s inner sanctum. It was American, and it was 
the embodiment of an age, albeit fully steeped in centuries 
of practice and thought from distant—and, it should be 
noted, recently “enemy”—shores.

Pop, too, signaled America in its purest form, although 
through a completely different vocabulary. Consumerism, 
spectacle, celebrity culture, and all of the other keywords 
of Pop were seemingly the flip side of American Abstract 
Expressionism. We might say that Ab Ex embodied 
the inner spirit of art, and Pop nothing more than the 
surface. With the rise of Pop, Ab Ex started to fade into 
the background. It was shunned as anti-intellectual by 
some, and championed as the path forward by others. One 
thing everyone forgot to notice, however, was that just as 
the traditions of the East that inspired and fueled Ab Ex 
were fading in the West, so too were they fading in the 
East, at least within the mainstream. At the very moment 
that Pop art was being championed in America, so too was 
consumer culture starting to explode in Japan, thanks in 
no small part to the occupation of Japan by U.S. forces and 

FIG. A
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a burgeoning economy that brought prosperity to a country 
recently laid fl at by its defeat in World War Two. In other 
words, Japan too was changing, learning to merge the past 
with the present in wholly new, hybrid ways. Pop, it seems, 
portrayed the new way of life, the new altar of capitalism 
to which everyone prayed. Thus was the stage set. Equally 
inspired by the tenants of both art movements, Max 
Gimblett’s art-making process stands as a manifestation of 
such cultural crossover.

And here we must champion Gimblett’s work not only for 
its beauty and spirituality, but also for its unabashed power 
and its celebration of cultural hybridity. So rare is it for a 
Western artist to be critically praised for his study of or 
understanding of another world, another time. Today’s 
contemporary art world so often holds up artists from 
Japan for the ways they deliver their contemporary culture 
through the lens of contemporary art. Takashi Murakami, 
Yayoi Kusama, and Yoshitomo Nara are just a few of the “big 
name” Japanese artists whose work is sought because of its 
very “Japaneseness.” I have promoted these artists in the 
past, but have always been meticulous in noting that they 
all have been just as inspired by the West—their time there 
or their study of Western contemporary art—as they have 
by their own culture. They are cultural hybrids, and their 
art speaks to a global audience as a result of their polyglot 
ways of making, creating, and representing. I would argue 
that Max Gimblett, a New Zealand-born painter that lives 
in New York City, can stand alongside these fantastic 
artists in representing Japan and “Japaneseness”: he has 
been just as infl uenced by Japan and its history as any of 
these artists, and his genius in combining nodes of diverse 
cultural mores in his art making on the global stage stands 
as testament to his position as an artist that straddles two 
cultures. If viewed without biography or background, his 
works might easily be attributed to the East rather than the 
West.

How then do we rectify Gimblett’s place in the world? 
Do we even need to? Thanks to his life jou rney down 
the path of Buddhism, to his faith and to his presence in 
the ever-churning art world of New York City, Gimblett 
has become a mediator of two ways of imaging the world 
—just as he stands as a great meditator in worlds both 
spiritual and carnal. His works stand as gorgeous bearers 
of truth, of thought, and of the contemporary world, 
a place where national borders mean less and more in 
undulating patterns of uncertainty. To stand in front of a 
Max Gimblett painting is to take a journey that transports 

one back many centuries, yet quickly returns one to the 
here and now. His bright color palette, his bursts of paint, 
his careful and exacting gilding: all these combine in the 
form of a contemporary incarnation of all that was and 
all that will be. He is a monk of our age, and his religion is 
paint. Because of his exceptional work, we all have the good 
fortune of being able to meditate with him and through 
him.

Eric Shiner is director of the Andy Warhol Museum in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.

Fig. A: Mark, 1992/94, Sumi ink, water-based gilding size, and variegated 
leaf on Twinrocker 100% cotton paper, USA, 16 x 22 in (40.64 x 55.88 cm)
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia 
Fig. B: Ensō for Gibbon Sengai, 1983, Sumi ink on 
HMP 100% cotton American paper, 43 x 16 in (109.2 x 43 cm) 
Collection of Guggenhiem Museum, New York, NY

FIG. B
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After Nobutada–Meditating Daruma–7–5/29/96, 1996
Sumi ink on Nepal 100% Daphne paper
20.5 x 32 in (52 x 81.28 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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Clam Digger (S.P.)–After Bill de Kooning, 2002
Sumi ink on Twin Rocker Oldenberg American 100% cotton paper
27.5 x 22.25 in (69.85 x 56.5 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2000
Sumi ink on Twin Rocker Oldenberg 100% cotton American paper
22.25 x 27.5 in (56.5 x 69.85 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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I Rose Clean of Even the Finest Dust, 2008
Sumi ink on Japanese Kusakizome Kuri-hakeme brushed chestnut dye paper
24 x 19 in (70 x 48 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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Ensō Flower–Dawn for Hakuin, 2009
Sumi ink on Arches Cover black 100% cotton mould made, French paper
44.5 x 30.25 in (113 x 76.8 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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Zen and the Art of Archery, 1978 / 2003
Sumi ink on Fabriano 300 lb cold press 100% cotton mould made paper
30.5 x 22 in (77.5 x 55.88 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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Bridging, 2002
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (79 x 56 cm) 
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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The Unfinished Masterpiece, 2002
Sumi ink and gum turpentine on Twinrocker 100% cotton American paper
17 x 21.5 in (43 x 54.6 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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Journey to Kyoto–1/12/08, 2008
Sumi ink on Japanese paper
39 x 59 in (99 x 150 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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Forgotten Dream, Lewis Hyde and Max Gimblett, 1997
Sumi ink and Chine Collé on Gampi Torinoko white Japanese paper with Chiri Gampi Saitamahandede Asian paper
30 x 20 in (76.2 x 50.8 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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Sengai–Bellagio x 3, 1991
Sumi ink on HMP 100% cotton American paper
31.5 x 87 in (80 x 221 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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Sumi Favorite–5–10/5/05, 2005
Sumi ink on cotton and linen paper
23 x 23 in (58.4 x 58.4 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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For My Wife Barbara–Forever, 2000
Sumi ink on Thailand Cal Ling machine-made kozo paper with cloth clippings
25 x 37 in (63.5 x 94 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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The Silk Route–7, 1984
Silkscreen ink on Gampi Torinoko Japanese paper
30.25 x 22.5 in (76.8 x 57 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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The Crossroads, 1990
Sumi ink on Japanese Okawara paper
38.75 x 15 in (98.43 x 38 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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By Lamplight, 1986
Sumi ink on Japanese Okawara paper
38.75 x 15 in (98.42 x 38 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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All the Heads I Am, 1985–90
Sumi ink on Korean kozo paper
96 x 36 in (243.84 x 91.44 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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In the Studio–For Barbara–In San Francisco, 1967
Sumi ink on Asian paper
18 x 24 in (45.72 x 60.96 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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After Nobutada–Meditating Daruma–9–5/29/96, 1996
Sumi ink on Nepal 100% Daphne paper
21 x 32 in (53.34 x 81.28 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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For Gibbon Sengai–My Teacher–The Oyster Holds a Moonbeam in its Mouth.  
The Rabbit Cherishes a Child in its Womb–10.29.79–18., 1979
Sumi ink on Nepal laminated paper Chine Collé with tissue paper
30 x 20 in (76.2 x 50.8 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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The Sound of One Hand, 1992
Sumi ink on Japanese Okawara 100% kozo paper
39 x 15 in (99 x 38 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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The Sound of One Hand–7–10/5/05, 2005
Sumi ink on cotton and linen paper
23 x 23 in (58.4 x 58.4 cm)
Collection of the Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, Christchurch, New Zealand
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A Beloved Son is Not Ugly, 2006
Sumi ink on HMP 100% cotton American paper
20 x 20 in (50.8 x 50.8 cm)
Collection of Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki, Auckland, New Zealand
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Even a Good Thing is Not as Good as Nothing, 2003
Sumi ink on dyed Japanese paper
37 x 14 in (94 x 35.6 cm)
Collection of Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki, Auckland, New Zealand
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Hilt, 2000
Sumi ink on Sunomi Gold Japanese kozo and sulfite paper
38 x 26 in (96.52 x 66 cm)
Collection of Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki, Auckland, New Zealand
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All Mind No Mind–8, 1983
Sumi ink on Kochi Japanese kozo and sulphite paper
26 x 20 in (66 x 50.8 cm)
Collection of Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki, Auckland, New Zealand
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All Mind No Mind–9, 1983
Sumi ink on Kochi Japanese kozo and sulphite paper
26 x 20 in (66 x 50.8 cm)
Collection of Auckland Art Gallery Toi o Tamaki, Auckland, New Zealand
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Herald–1–1.16.08, 2008
Sumi ink on Indian Khadi paper
39 x 59 in (99 x 150 cm)
Collection of Blanton Museum of Art, University of Texas at Austin
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Herald–2–1.16.08, 2008
Sumi ink on Indian Khadi paper
39 x 59 in (99 x 150 cm)
Collection of Blanton Museum of Art, University of Texas at Austin
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Round Ensō, 2012
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
Collection of Blanton Museum of Art, University of Texas at Austin
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Not Bad For a Young Guy, 1982
Sumi ink on Arches 88lb 100% cotton mould made paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
Collection of Blanton Museum of Art, University of Texas at Austin
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Teacher Walks Thru My Heart–11.11.08, 2008
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
Collection of Blanton Museum of Art, University of Texas at Austin
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Five Tibetan Monkeys, 2011
Sumi ink on St. Armand paper
41 x 30 in (104 x 76.2 cm)
Collection of Blanton Museum of Art, University of Texas at Austin
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Balls, 1990/97
Sumi ink and acrylic polymer on HMP 100% cotton American paper
23.5 x 31 in (59.69 x 78.74 cm)
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia
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The Sound of One Hand (Brisbane), 1993
Sumi ink and synthetic polymer paint on Sunomi Gold Japanese kozo and sulfite paper
37.87 x 26.5 in (96.2 x 67.2cm)
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia
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Sitting–After Nobutada–11, 1996
Sumi ink on Nepalese paper
21.26 x 32.17 in (54 x 81.7 cm)
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia
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Bridge, 1979
Sumi ink on Japanese paper
20 x 26 in (51 x 66.4 cm)
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia
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Here It Is–2, 1978
Sumi ink on American Strathmore Aquarius paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 56 cm)
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia
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Yoni, 1979
Sumi ink on American blotting paper
24 x 19 in (61 x 48.4 cm)
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia
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This Is My Brother Spine, in Whom I Am Much Pleased, 1998–99
Synthetic polymer paint, mica, pencil, and moon gold on Arches Aquarelle paper
26.7 x 41.7 in (75.4 x 105.8 cm)
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia
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The Marriage of Words and Pictures–8, John Yau and Max Gimblett, 1997
Collage and ink on russet Fabriano Roma ‘Moretto’ paper
19.3 x 26.5 in (49 x 67.2 cm)
Collection of Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, Australia
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Leverage at Valley Forge, 2004
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
Collection of Auckland University Te Whare Wānanga o Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland, New Zealand
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Kundalini Snake, 2012
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
Collection of Auckland University Te Whare Wānanga o Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland, New Zealand
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Dancing with Mark Tobey–Hungry Ox–1.12.08, 2008
Sumi ink on Asian paper
39 x 59 in (99 x 150 cm)
Collection of Auckland University Te Whare Wānanga o Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland, New Zealand
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When the Earth is Fertile the Eggplants are Large, 2012
Sumi ink on Thai embossed paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
Collection of Auckland University Te Whare Wānanga o Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland, New Zealand
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In the Pink, 2011
Sumi ink on De Ponte Kahlo Mexican paper
31 x 24 in (78.74 x 61 cm)
Collection of Auckland University Te Whare Wānanga o Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland, New Zealand
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Zen Ensō, 2010
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
Collection of Auckland University Te Whare Wānanga o Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland, New Zealand
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Ensō, 2008
Sumi ink on Tibetan paper
22 x 30 in (55.88 x 76.2 cm)
Collection of the Suter Art Gallery Te Aratoi o Whakatu, Nelson, New Zealand
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Bowl, 2008
Sumi ink on Arches coldpress 88 paper
22 x 30 in (55.88 x 76.2 cm)
Collection of the Suter Art Gallery Te Aratoi o Whakatu, Nelson, New Zealand
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The Sound, 2013
Sumi ink on HMP 100% cotton American paper
18 x 23 in (45.72 x 58.42 cm)
Collection of Sam & Anna Dickie, Hong Kong, China
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Hell’s Angels, 2000
Sumi ink on metallic marbled kozo paper
24 x 34 in (60.96 x 86.36 cm)
Collection of San Francisco Zen Center, San Francisco, Californiaō
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Add Title, 2012
Sumi ink on Thai kozo paper with leaf inclusions
31 x 20 in (78.74 x 50.8 cm)
Private collection, New York
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To understand Max Gimblett’s calligraphy is to follow 
the arc of a motion that begins in the human and exceeds 
it. By this, I mean to say that Gimblett’s work reenacts a 
fundamental human ability: to channel the animal spirit 
via the human body. A motion of the human body—of 
the arm and hand, of the eye and mind—cannot, like any 
other single human element, exist for very long divorced 
from the rest of all that we are. But where does it begin, 
this motion that is at once human and proto-human—or, 
might we even say, superhuman? Calligraphy provides an 
excellent illustration of how a motion can both precede us 
and supersede us.

Gesture is a transformation, a motion that is in the process 
of becoming something else: a sign. As a sign, calligraphy 
points toward something—a meaning—while at the same 
time retaining something essential about its origins as 
nonfigurative expression. Calligraphy is the sediment of 
gesture, tracing both the motion of the hand and arm and 
the motion of the spirit. Its nonfigurative, gestural nature 
evokes the dynamism of becoming, rather than being. 
The seeming permanence of the object is in fact a tribute 
to its transitoriness; or, one might say, its permanence 
is a testament to the transitoriness of all that is alive. To 
paraphrase Proust, what is felt most deeply is whatever 
is passing away. Movement and stasis are the two poles 

Gesture 
and 

Autonomy

between which calligraphy 
wavers.

Let us first consider the 
ensō, one of the prototypical 
calligraphy motifs. Though 
there are hundreds of ensō 
drawings to choose from, let 
us begin with two: Ensō – 
Temenos, 2008, and Floral 
Ensō, 2011. With the ensō, 
one is struck by the utter 
simplicity of the mark, the 
economy of the circular motion of the arm returning to 
where it began. The ensō is the most self-enclosing form of 
mark making possible. It is perhaps even more economical 
and self-contained than the simple downward calligraphic 
stroke, the so-called one-stroke bone, for it begins and ends 
in the same place. It is a gesture of return, implying that 
where one begins does not matter. The ensō also poses a 
conundrum: Does the gesture begin at all? 

FIG. 01

Tom Huhn

Fig. 01: Floral Ensō, 2011, Sumi ink on Nepal Rhododendron  
Lama-Li yellow paper, 30 x 20 in (76.2 x 50.8 cm)

59

Inside_37.indd   59 10/24/14   12:03 AM



Why inscribe a circle? Is it the image of the whole? Perhaps 
it is an image joined by an act: the image of the whole, 
created by the gesture of marking off the whole. The ensō 
serves to contain, as well as to gather, motion and energy. 
Each ensō is the product of the encircling and enclosing of 
energy, of energy returning to itself, of expression meeting 
its point of inception. It ventures out, and it returns. Is it 
therefore a cipher for something else, and if so, how do 
we come to terms with it? Here we return to that peculiar 
quality possessed by calligraphic marks: they are at once 
both fully themselves, and point to something beyond 
themselves. Each ensō is and depicts the whole, and in the 
particular features of each ensō we might discern some 
further quality of the calligraphic mark. 

For example, in Ensō–Temenos it appears that the mark 
began by placing the brush on the right margin of the page, 
just below the midpoint. The gesture then presumably 
proceeded up and around and down and back until it 
came full-circle. But two things are remarkable here: the 
gesture continued well past the starting point, and the 
circle’s slightly squashed downward appearance gives the 
impression of weight and volume to what might otherwise 
seem a simple circular stroke. We cannot help but infer 
meaning from these features. That the stroke continues 
far beyond its starting point betrays a certain momentum, 
as if to exaggerate the circularity of the circle. It is the 
exuberance of the gesture, a confidence, a not-wanting-
to-leave-off. The circle continues, this mark tells us: it 
continues even after it has been marked off. Round and 
round goes the mark, with no particular reason to begin 
or end. This ensō emphasizes the weight of the whole, the 
gravity and, strangely, the stasis of it. In it, one feels the 
permanence of things, and despite the levity of the stroke 
and of the mark itself, the image we are left with contrasts 
sharply with the means by which it was created. Thus, it too 
is an illustration of the contingency between making and 
being, action and product.

The floral ensō is an entirely different kind of circle. Note 
how the mark making begins in the center of the paper 
and the center of the circle. The mark here is made before 
the brush touches the paper, by the drips of ink falling off 
of the brush. It is the mark of the fluid, plain and simple, 
before the hand even makes contact with the material 
on which it will make a mark. This is the contingency of 
fluid. We might also call this the contingency of making 
before making, of the contact of the materials—brush, 
ink, paper—with one another before the intervention 

of the hand’s contact. The central mark in this ensō is 
thus a precursor, a foretaste; it marks the midpoint of 
the action, the anchor around which contact between 
hand and medium will occur. These drips also express 
the overabundance, the exuberance of mark making; 
they are evidence of the fact that marks pre-exist us, that 
the potential for mark making resides in the materials 
themselves, which here are already straining to get to work, 
to make marks before the human hand sets a course for 
them. These drips seem to reach out, extending the human 
capacity for mark making to the materials and medium 
themselves. Here, the Tibetan floral screen-printed paper 
serves as a material complement to the drips on the center 
of the sheet. The paper is pre-marked, pre-inscribed, with 
a floral print, which means that mark making precedes the 
act of making marks. The paper is not just a medium upon 
which marks might be inscribed, but is already marked, and 
is thereby an invitation to, even a model for, further mark 
making. The paper tells the hand what it wants to have 
done to itself. One of the strongest effects of the inking of 
the sheet is to make the pre-existing marks more apparent, 
more visible. It is as if the goal of Gimblett’s mark-making 
practice is not to showcase his own actions, but to reveal 
the character of the medium and material that make 
his practice possible. In short, this example of his mark 
making demonstrates the pre-existing and autonomous 
character of the materials with which he works. We might, 
therefore, think of the central ink drips as expressive of 
the material, of the ink itself, rather than of what might be 
done with it.

It is also worth comparing the features of this circle with 
those of the very different Ensō – Temenos. In the floral 
print ensō, the gesture that makes the circle begins with 
an especially well-loaded brush. As it travels from right to 
left, and downward and upward, the inked line becomes 
narrower, the result no doubt of the ink’s gradual depletion 
during the course of the gesture; but it also suggests the 
lightening pressure of the hand and arm on the brush. 
Further evidence of this lightening of touch is the upward 
flick with which the stroke ends: out, away from the circle, 
as if the circular gesture is just barely contained, wanting 
both to complete the circle and not be constrained by it. 
The flick that leaves the circle is also a flick that leaves 
the paper. The gesture points up and away from the 
stroke, implying that it seeks its own autonomy from the 
paper, from residue-making, and from convention. The 
stroke that constitutes this ensō begins in habit, ritual, 
and convention, and it finds—creates—itself by leaving 
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the ground of convention and gesture, taking flight 
from mark making and thereby returning to the simple, 
unconventional motions of life. Note that the gesture 
does not begin in life, but grounds itself wholly within 
the conventions of the simple ensō, a basic motion—a 
basic idea—of circling and gathering. This motion pulls 
itself together, then takes leave of itself, thereby bringing 

itself to life. This formulation of the dynamic of the ensō, 
of gestural calligraphy’s forward motion toward life, 
approximates Nietzsche’s idea of the relationship between 
art and life. 

FIG. 02

FIG. 02: Ensō–Temenos, 2008, Sumi ink on Japanese Kusakizome  
Kuri-hakeme brushed chestnut dye paper,  
24 x 19 in (60.96 x 48.26 cm)
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It would be straightforward to account for the dynamic 
just described in the Nietzschean terms of Apollonian and 
Dionysian, mapping the dichotomy of form and motion, 
or of gesture and expression, onto these two concepts. 
And though this might be illuminating, the greater 
insight to be gained by applying Nietzsche’s aesthetic 
theory to calligraphy is this: that calligraphy vacillates 
productively between image and life. Furthermore, and 
crucially in Nietzsche’s account, artwork serves as a goad 
to life; it creates the illusion of life in order to seduce life 
into coming alive and staying alive. What I have in mind, 
as far as Gimblett’s calligraphy is concerned, is the way 
in which his pieces vacillate between image and action—a 
fundamental feature of art in general, according to 
Nietzsche. In one of the most striking passages in The 
Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche likens the effect of art to 
staring at the sun. If we stare at the sun and then look 
away, our eyes produce dark spots to heal us from having 
looked directly into the light. (Here Nietzsche echoes 
Plato’s allegory of the cave, in which the ultimate goal of 
leaving the shadows is to ascend not only out of the cave 
but toward the light.) Light, when we stare directly into it, 
is harmful to us; and therefore truth—if it exists at all—is 
not for us, and can even be unhealthy for us. With art, 
Nietzsche turns this metaphor on its head: art, he tells us, 
are the spots of light one sees after looking too directly 
into the darkness. Artwork is a healing process, a shining 
afterimage that shields us and heals us from the darkness 
of the abyss. Art, as Nietzsche understands it, has nothing 
to do with truth. It is instead a form of homeopathy, a 
therapeutic process that functions by reflecting things we 
had best not consider too directly.

Nietzsche does not, it is worth emphasizing, claim that 
there is some truth or reality to be found in the darkness. 
Darkness holds nothing for us, Nietzsche believes, except 
a medium against which to picture something else. It is 
an absence that spurs us to create. And creation—art—is 
central to human life. According to Nietzsche, we depend 
upon images, upon the illusion of life, in order to live. 
This is a brilliant philosophical formulation: human 
life, he holds, is somehow crucially deficient, not wholly 
itself; it requires an otherness not of truth but of illusion 
in order to become itself.

Consider now Gimblett’s calligraphy, which moves 
between the image of life and life, as if to demonstrate 
that giving oneself over to the illusion of life in fact 
pushes one closer to life itself. In many of his calligraphy 

pieces, we find a hesitation, a moment at which the image 
is about to come into being, a kind of hovering existence 
in which the image comes to the fore and retreats, appears 
and then evanesces. Every Dew Drop, Reflection, and 
Green River offer good examples of this effect. In my mind, 

FIG. 03
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these works embody exactly the dynamic that Nietzsche 
describes, providing an image of life that goads us toward 
life itself. It is no accident that the fluctuation between 
action and stasis is central to the practice of calligraphy. 
In Ensō Harvest Gesture, Clearing, and Don’t Be Diluted, 
we see the sparks of life and motion flying away from the 
ensō stroke, as if the image cannot contain the action by 
which it came into existence. This is a picture of life. Life 
is full of appearances, but no appearance is life; in fact, 
appearances could be said to contrast with life, to stand in 
opposition to it.

Perhaps a sly understanding of this tension underlies the 
work Add Title. I am particularly drawn to this ambiguous 
title, which captures the ambiguous nature of calligraphy. 
Add Title is first and foremost an imperative, a command 
to give a name to, offer a response to, the work. This title 
demands that we come alive in response to the work, if 
only for long enough to put it to rest by naming it. This 
dynamic, this insistence that we come alive and then, by 
naming the work, make it less alive, mirrors the dynamic 
of the work itself, its vacillation between motion and stasis. 
But we should also consider how the title Add Title thwarts 
the action it demands. We cannot add a title to Add Title, 
because it is already titled. Add Title, then, is a rebuke to 
every viewer, defying all attempts by would-be title-givers 
to bring the work under control. This defiance is embodied 
in the double meaning of the word “title,” which also means 
to take possession of something, to own something. Though 
Add Title suggests that we should make the work our own, 
it is a duplicitous title, for to add a title implies that we 
cannot genuinely take possession of the work and make it 
our own; adding a title is the only thing we can do to it. The 
work, in other words, retains its autonomy, regardless of 
whether we take possession of it, title it, or both. Thus, Add 

Title serves as a provocation 
to the viewer, a provocation 
that nonetheless leads the 
viewer to acknowledge and 
even violate the boundaries 
between self and object.

Two further comments 
before we leave this 
topic. With regard to 
this dynamic of the work 
reaching out to the viewer, 
and the work inviting the 
viewer to reach out to it, 

we should consider the three or so works in which we see 
Gimblett’s handprints on the sheet. In these pieces, we 
have direct evidence of the hand’s contact with the paper. 
This is mark making with absolutely no mediation between 
the human and the medium. The handprint is the mark 
of the human made permanent; it is the most basic mark, 
not an intervention, but a trace, a mere record of having 
been touched. And it is the signifier of that which does 
the touching, and therefore, curiously, is a display as well 
as a mark. It is the mark of the mark-making implement, 
rendering literal the expression “hand of the artist” and 
thereby foregrounding the limits of the hand, what we 
might call the complicity of the paper and ink in the action 
of mark making. The other feature we might note in regard 
to this topic is Max’s particular attentiveness to titles. 
Here I am thinking of the two works that include some 
variation of the words All Mind/No Mind in the title. There 

FIG. 05

FIG. 04

FIG. 03: Reflection, 2003, Sumi ink on dyed Japanese paper,  
37 x 14 in (94 x 35.6 cm) 
FIG. 04: Green River, 2009, Sumi ink on Asian paper,  
30 x 19 in (76.2 x 48.26 cm) 
FIG. 05: Every Dew Drop–10.5.09, 2009, Sumi ink on Thai Garden  
plain smooth 100% kozo paper, 30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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is an interesting continuity between Add Title and the All 
Mind/No Mind titles: they both assert and efface, describe 
everything and describe nothing. All Mind/No Mind might 
be seen as a pair of descriptors: one, “all mind,” referring 
to the act of making; the other, “no mind,” referring to the 
material object alone. Or, All Mind/No Mind can be just 
as easily read as a description of Max’s spiritual attitude 
toward the act of making calligraphy, bringing all mind to 
bear on it in the service of effacing it. It is an expression of 
mind that cuts against the mind’s own character, in which 
the object is evidence both of the mind that created it and 
of the mindlessness achieved in bringing it into existence 

as a thing separate from the 
mind. The title All Mind/No 
Mind thus recapitulates the 
dynamic of the work itself, 
wherein the human being 
comes to the fore in order 
to make something, then, in 
making it, simultaneously 
displays and effaces itself.

This dynamic also recalls 
Freud—not the Freud of 
the subdivisions of the 
psyche, but the Freud who 
was curious about what 
activates us, what is active 
in us. Of course, this is just 
another way of talking 
about being alive. To use 
the mechanical metaphor 
employed by the empiricists 
a century earlier, Freud 
wanted to understand 
the springs that set us in 
motion. Motion and return: 
Freud’s picture does not 
begin with the human 
being containing a wealth 
of inward life. We are not, 
according to him, a font of 
original expressivity. We are 
rather creatures who find 
themselves in the condition 
of being alive, already in 
motion. And the most 
curious aspect of Freud’s 
account of the fundamental 

movement of human life is that it is a reluctant movement. 
Our innermost, most organic desire is not to move. In this 
light, what do we make of the calligraphic practice of Max 
Gimblett? Why this excess effort and motion?

His arm and hand are a motion arising out of stasis, called 
forth not from any particular need but rather in the service 
of life and meaning. In other words, the trajectory of the 
calligraphy’s motion begins in the act of willing life out of 
itself, of excess calling itself into existence. This makes it a 
particularly aesthetic phenomenon. It brings to mind what 
Kant calls the dynamic of genius. Kant argues that there 

FIG. 06
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is no such thing as scientific genius, that no expansion of 
knowledge or discovery of new phenomena in the world 
can be called genius. These discoveries and inventions 
are no small feat, but the term genius is reserved, Kant 
says, exclusively for human artifacts that exceed what 
nature itself would have produced. Obviously, every 
human artifact exceeds what nature has produced, but 
Kant has an additional criterion in mind. He restricts the 
term “genius” to those human works that not only exceed 
nature’s capacity, but, crucially, embody what nature might 
have made if it had the means to make artifacts. In other 
words, genius makes what nature might have made if it 
were able to exceed its own abilities. This is, in fact, the 
central characteristic that separates us from nature: we 
are capable of exceeding our own capacities. Genius is that 
which exceeds nature, not by violating it, but by expanding 
its boundaries. Art, for Kant, is the only area in which, and 
by means of which, human beings create something beyond 
their natural abilities. This self-exceeding capacity is most 
apparent in the realm of knowledge. A genius cannot know 
what she is capable of, for her genius is to be more than 
what she is.

But, one might ask, doesn’t every meaningful human 
activity exceed what already exists? Don’t all human 
creations add something new to the world? Yes and no. 
The creation of meaning is the paramount instance of 
exceeding what already exists, even exceeding previous 
meaning. The key distinction for Kant, with regard to 
works of genius and works of art, is that a small subset of 
human artifacts not only manifest the human capacity to 
exceed itself, but, most importantly, reflect this capacity of 
self-overcoming.

And this is where the term beauty comes in. For Kant, 
beauty is first of all the apprehension of something 
superhuman—something that is at once both of us and 
beyond us—but also the apprehension of our ability 
to exceed ourselves. Crucially, for Kant, we cannot 
exceed ourselves in or by means of knowledge. Kant 
characterizes knowledge as the growing synthesis of our 
own capabilities. We do indeed, according to Kant, acquire 
ever-greater knowledge of nature, of what is not us, and 
our ability to do so is predicated upon a similarity between 
the objects we know and the structure of our ability to 
know things. Our knowledge is itself a testament to the 
compatibility between the external world and our capacity 
to encounter it.

However, and this is a key point for Kant, beauty 
cannot involve knowledge. We cannot know beauty, 
for understanding things might well get in the way of 
finding them beautiful. The beauty of a thing lies in 
its utter unavailability to us as an object of knowledge. 
Though this might at first seem a damning restriction, a 
hopeless incapacity, Kant instead views the limitations 
of knowledge as allowing us a very particular kind of 
freedom: freedom from the need to understand.

This is a brilliant insight on Kant’s part: the recognition, 
in the midst of the so-called Enlightenment, that however 
powerful our abilities to know, assess, and judge the world 
around us, those same abilities also constitute a limitation 
upon us, with regard not only to nature but to ourselves. 
What might our experience of the world be like if it were 
not dictated by our capacity to know the world? What 
might experience be like untethered from the imperative 
to know and measure the world? Kant was famously 

FIG. 07

FIG. 06: Ensō Harvest Gesture, 2012, Sumi ink on HMP 100%  
cotton American paper, 31.5 x 23 in (80 x 58.42 cm) 
FIG. 07: Don’t Be Deluded!, 1986, Sumi ink on Korean kozo paper,  
51.5 x 36 in (130.81 x 91.44 cm)
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uninterested in the encounter between the human 
and what lies beyond us; speculation, even speculative 
philosophy, held no attraction. However, though he 
had no desire to contemplate what else might exist, he 
was nonetheless keen to understand how our faculties 
constitute us. His habit was to seek the boundaries and 
limits of our abilities; he was interested not in the content 
furnished by our capacities but in how we situate ourselves 
with regard to them. In other words, in Kant’s account of 
our capacities, he placed great importance on the manner 
in which we relate to them. This, he thought, is where 
freedom lies.

With freedom, we come also to contingency, and the 
centrality of contingency to Gimblett’s calligraphic works. 
If knowledge is, pace Kant, also sometimes a barrier to us, 
a limit that thwarts a particular experience of our own 
capacities, then we might well construe the contingency 
of Gimblett’s gestural calligraphy as the awakening of 
our freedom. Gesture has all the hallmarks of a practice 
of freedom. Here, we need to consider the relationship 
between human motion and gesture, and reflect on the 
special status of gesture in calligraphy. Gesture is a term 
that denotes the incipient meaningfulness of a human 
motion. Human motions are not necessarily in themselves 
meaningful. Consider a twitch. This is a motion without 
meaning, unless of course we are psychoanalytically 
inclined, which means that we might interpret any and all 
human motions as bearing some meaning or other. The 
strongest definition of a gesture would include motions 
that are not simply meaningful in themselves, but are 
a portrayal, an enactment, of meaning. Gesture is a 
wonderfully rich mode of human action, for it encompasses 
all human motions—of the hand, eye, posture, entire body, 
etc.—that produce as well as communicate meaning. The 
meaningfulness of a gesture lies in a curious combination 
of freedom and convention. Innumerable human motions 
are meaningful only insofar as they conform to the 
conventions that qualify them as one gesture or another. 
For example, what makes the movements of an infant at 
once so expressive and free is their unconventionality. 
An infant’s movements look remarkably natural because 
they fail to fall into any of the conventions of meaning 
that gesture both affords and requires. They are free, but 
thereby also unable to convey or enact meaning. We often 
find ourselves staring raptly at the motions of an infant, 
attempting and failing to read them as gestures. They are 
free, we might say, to be meaningless. This is no small 
freedom.

How, then, might we avoid the constraints of the 
conventions of gesture, and thus of meaning? Gestural 
calligraphy is a prime example of an attempt to mediate 
the dialectical tension between freedom and constraint, 
and so too between life and meaning. I believe that 
gestural calligraphy enacts the dynamic of a human 
motion becoming meaningful, without, however, entirely 
sacrificing its freedom. And this makes calligraphic works 
a kind of residue of the transformation of our motions into 
meanings. Placing ink onto paper makes a motion into a 
residue, a gesture, but without reducing it to convention 
and conventional meaning. This is what I find most 
compelling about these calligraphic works.

Calligraphy allows us to experience the trajectory of our 
own motions becoming meaningful. Alone among art 
forms, gestural calligraphy reflects a symmetry between 
the making and the experiencing of the work. The image 
on the paper simply traces the motion that gave rise to 
it; it is not the product of craft, intention, or technique. 
Calligraphy attempts to subvert, even circumvent the 
conventions of craft and technique, the conventions of 
producing meaning. It is an art form in which there is 
almost no mediation between the artist and the work, a 
razor-thin medium in which the transformative action of 
motion into meaning, which is central to all mediums and 
conventions, is present at a bare minimum. Calligraphy 
seeks to be as un-mediumlike as possible; its goal is to 
trace the path of an action rather than fashioning it 
into conventional meaning. And by being so minimally 
mediumistic, it lays bare the workings of other mediums, 
rendering transparent the mediating work of the medium 
in general. Consider works like Club and Roshi’s Stick, 
examples of the single vertical stroke, whose absolute 
simplicity and apparent transparency are beguiling. Here 
we see the entirety of the action—as if in real-time, one 
wants to imagine—of the movement that produced the 
work. Nothing is implied or hidden; all is there to be seen. 
One registers the size and heft of the ink-laden brush, feels 
the duration of the stroke in one’s own arm, experiences 
viscerally the actions that created these works. We 
recognize them immediately. Our bodies acknowledge a 
kinship with the motions that gave rise to them. They stand 
as testaments to the unity of physical experience within all 
of us. 

But we must acknowledge that they are marks, inscriptions 
on paper. As marks they cannot entirely avoid the fate of 
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each and every mark: to point away from itself, toward 
something else. At the same time, they are recursive, 
pointing back toward the actions that made them, and this 
recursiveness is not precious, not particular to these marks. 
By pointing back toward their own coming into being, 
they avoid pointing past themselves, which is the fate of 
every legible mark. Calligraphic marks display a wondrous 
ambivalence. Pointing simultaneously toward and away 
from themselves, they thereby exist in a moment of 
suspension. They are a celebration of mark making, of the 

pleasure and dynamism of putting ink to paper. Rejoicing 
in their ambivalence toward meaning, they embrace their 
own nature as marks, revel in their own reluctance to 
become anything else.

Seen in this light, calligraphy is not anti-intellectual. It 
does not insist on meaninglessness from a position of 

FIG. 08

FIG. 08: Clearing, 2001, Sumi ink and vinyl polymer  
on paper, 39 x 39 in (99 x 99 cm)
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anti-interpretation; rather, it strives to retain its graphic 
character, its being a mark rather than its service to 
something else. Club and Roshi’s Stick exemplify this aspect 
of calligraphy. They attempt to contain themselves, to be 
and to express energy that might be wholly contained upon 
the sheet of paper, within the totality of the mark. Club 
is a manifestation of unity, first and foremost the unity 
of the mark. But also the unity of the gesture that created 
the mark, and finally the unity of the mark and gesture 
together. There is, however, yet another unity in Club, 
perhaps the most prominent unity of all: the unity of the 
image on the paper. Max’s most important consideration 
in this aspect of his work is what he considers the image-

field, the whole complex 
within which the relations 
of things like figure and 
ground take place. This 
unity, which undergirds 
the possibility of anything 
becoming an image, might 
well be the most beguiling 
unity we encounter. An 
image—any image—is our 
most primal experience 
of unity. One is even 
tempted to say that it is the 
image that teaches us the 
possibility of unity. No, this 
statement is too weak—
better to assert that unity 
is made experienceable 
by means of the image. 
Yet even this formulation 
characterizes the image 
as a mere means by which 
unity might be felt and 
experienced—better even to 
assert that unity is a mode 
of human experience by 
dint of the unity inherent 
in every image. The image 
then is not simply an image 
of unity, but rather the 
image as unity.

In gestural calligraphy 
we think of the image as a 
vacillation, a push and a 
pull. If image is simply the 

perceived unity of marks, and the mark is the vehicle by 
which motion toward the image is conveyed, then the mark, 
as we have observed—especially the calligraphic mark—
hews to its own existence as proto-image, the stuff out of 
which an image might arise. In calligraphy the mark both 
aspires to and shuns the status of image. This is a good place 
to consider Gimblett’s figurative calligraphic works. These 
works have given themselves over, by means of the figure, to 
the image and to what we might call the realm of the image. 
But note how straightforward the figures are. They keep 
themselves simple. They are indeed more like icons than 
images, the icon being the most rigidified of images, image 
reduced to petrified object, a mere vehicle of significance. 
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As always in Gimblett’s works, we must attend to the 
relationship between motion and rest. In Again, Mark 
Tobey Occupies Me, 2004, we find a fluid yet staccato 
downward motion of strokes that crisscross the sheet. It 
is a wonderful demonstration of the simple repetition of 
a stroke, back and forth, skidding downward, reluctant 
to move beyond its self-imposed range. It portrays the 
transparency of a motion that circumscribes itself within 
the utmost economy of action, draining its own energy as 
it moves down the sheet. What is the significance of this 
motion? I have already noted how calligraphy thwarts a 
too-ready transition from mark to meaning, but here we 
see how a calligraphic gesture can also suspend or slow 
that transition. We might also consider this action in terms 
of another register: action and rest. In this work, each 
stroke is both a product and an expression of action. The 
actions present themselves to us as the energy we perceive 
in the splashed ink spilling over each of the strokes. We 
perceive motion, but, of course, that motion is present to us 
only as static marks on paper. The implied motion carries 
us past the static marks, toward meaning and significance. 
It is perhaps the very restfulness of these static marks that 
allows the viewer to inherit the motion that was arrested in 
the work. In a sense, the act of seeking meaning from these 
marks is a continuation of their motion. 

However, as I’ve stated before, calligraphy’s dynamism 
forestalls the viewer’s usual motion in the direction 
of meaning. We might therefore posit that motion in 
gestural calligraphy tends toward self-enclosure. In 
portraying motion so powerfully and so completely, 
gestural calligraphy de-necessitates our impulsive motion 
toward meaning, liberating us from the chore of carrying 
on the motion of the marks, and thereby achieving a kind 
of restfulness. In gestural calligraphy, motions are more 
complete, less striving toward something else, more of a 
piece—and thus at peace—with themselves. Perhaps this 
is a good place to comment on the inherent dialectic of 
mark making, to note that the very action of making a mark 
transforms that action, via the mark, into a non-event, a 
static thing. Two questions immediately arise: First, what 
kind of an action gives rise to a thing? Second, what kind of 
thing is the product of such an action?

The notion of contingency is central to any answer to both 
these questions. Let us first consider calligraphy’s most 
glaring contingency, which has a special bearing on the 
meditative and spiritual aspects of Gimblett’s calligraphic 
practice: the discontinuity between the action of the arm 

and hand and the thing that appears upon the paper. 
The spontaneity, the willed thoughtlessness of gestural 
calligraphy makes this relation still more contingent, 
emphasizing the discontinuity between the intentions 
of the arm and hand and the appearance of the ink on 
the page. When the arm and hand are freed from the 
intentionality of the artist, the resulting marks possess an 
independence and autonomy wholly unusual for human 
marks. All manmade artifacts, pace Hegel, inevitably show 
traces of their creation by the human mind. An artifact is, 
by definition, a thing transformed by human attentiveness; 
it is this very attentiveness that calligraphic mark making 
seeks to diminish. Of course, we should not assume that all 
human acts of creation pollute the things they transform; 
evidence of human artifice does not imply corruption. 
Rather, we should think of calligraphic practice as creation 
in the passive voice: not making something, but allowing 
something to be made. The product bears the marks of 
making more lightly; it is an artifact made by a human 
being, but not shaped by a willful act of creation. Why 

FIG. 09: All Mind No Mind–3, 1983, Sumi ink  
on Kochi Japanese paper, 26 x 20 in (66 x 50.8 cm) 
FIG. 10: Club, 2011, Sumi ink on Thai garden plain  
smooth 100% kozo paper, 31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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would one want to produce such objects—or rather, to 
allow them to be produced? Perhaps because we aspire to 
be like these marks: created, but independent from our 
own creation. This is freedom: not conventional freedom, 
conceived of as the liberty to act, to do whatever one likes, 
but the freedom to be independent of one’s own history, 
perhaps even of one’s own intentionality, to be something 
other than, something more than an accumulation of 
past events. This is the freedom of contingency: not to be 
yoked to what has been or what wants to be. Gimblett’s 
calligraphy, at its most expressive, is an emblem, an 
enactment, of this balance between making and freedom. 

Max Gimblett’s calligraphy, in embodying this freedom, 
also raises the question of our relationship to contingency. 
There are two kinds of contingency in regard to human 
existence: First, how much control do we have over the 
things—acts, events, objects—that we cause to come into 
existence? Second, how much can we know about our 
own abilities to make and do? What control or power can 
we knowingly exercise? Seen in this light, calligraphy is 
a great exercise in asceticism with regard to making and 
knowing. It is a release from the constraint of knowing 
control, from the way in which knowing and making are 
usually yoked together. Calligraphy is not an asceticism of 
not-making; it is anything but that. It is instead a making 
not necessarily tethered to a knowing. The implications 
here for the subjects of power and control are remarkable, 
and the key lies in calligraphy’s combination of asceticism 
and enactment. It is ascetic insofar as it eschews control, 
power, self-awareness. And it is an enactment insofar as its 
asceticism is an active and activating asceticism: motion, 
life, and engagement freed from the reins of control and 
foreknowledge. Contingency denotes the absence of 
control and knowledge, which also implies the accidental, 
the unplanned. There is an interesting dialectical 
interchange between asceticism and contingency; the 
former involves just the kind of control and containment 
that the latter lacks. Therefore, we might think of 
Gimblett’s calligraphy as modeling a more nuanced and 
balanced engagement between the contingent and the 
ascetic. In his calligraphy, asceticism serves contingency, 
harnessing a certain degree of control in order to allow, 
somewhere else, a certain degree of non-control. The 
resulting image traces this interplay between asceticism 
and control, and so it is no accident that it invites a high 
degree of imaginative interpretation. The calligraphic 
work is a continuation of the work of mediation between 

control and freedom, and that freedom continues in the 
very openness to interpretation that calligraphy fosters.  

Our power over things is no longer, if indeed it ever 
was, the thing that most recommends us as a species, or 
recommends us with regard to one another. We have long 
ago, as a species, exceeded whatever degree of domination 
was necessary for living a reasonable human life. One 
might even say that our overabundance of control is what 
is most out of control about us as a species, that this excess 
of control is what most needs control. But to exert more 
control over a problem of excess control seems, well, overly 
civilized, and it is just this kind of over-civilization that 
seems inappropriate. This thought returns us again to 
the factor of contingency in human actions, and to Max’s 
calligraphy as a prime example of the human encounter 
with contingency. Here it is not just control that is at stake; 
the materials themselves exercise, or at least contain, their 
own limitations. We cannot know what those limits are, 
cannot know the limits of contingency unless we intervene 
in what I call the autonomy of the material. By autonomy, 
I do not imply agency, what might be called the “strong 
version” of autonomy; rather, when I refer to materials, and 
medium, as having autonomy, I mean nothing more than 
that they exist separate from us, that they are independent, 
self-sufficient. In this light, contingency is synonymous 
with autonomy insofar as the contingent marks the 
boundary between the human and the non-human: 
matter, material, medium. Contingency is another way of 
delineating the differences between us and what is not us. 
Calligraphy allows for a certain degree of play, indeed a 
great deal of play, between human beings and the things 
we make, our “marks.” Calligraphy allows us to see at once 
both what we are capable of when we allow our capacities 
some independence, and what will appear if we grant 
autonomy to our materials.

The much-discussed autonomy of a work of art is a 
collaborative achievement: a collaboration between 
material and human being. Gimblett’s calligraphy 
illustrates this most pointedly. The work of art achieves its 
separateness by means of human mediation, by an act of 
creation that is at the same time an intervention in, and a 
demonstration of, contingency. Every artifact shows some 
evidence of the limits of the material out of which it was 
made, as well as the limits of human making. We might 
even think of every human artifact as in part an exercise, or 
experiment, in the limitations of materials and of making. 
What is peculiar about art, as a special category of artifact, 
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is that works of art seem to supersede the boundaries of 
the contingent, and thereby the boundaries of the human. 
As we observed earlier, this dynamic is central to Kant’s 
notions of beauty and genius. Beauty is, literally, the 
appearance of that which was made by humans, but which 
is nonetheless something more than what human making 
can achieve. This also reveals Kant’s preference for natural 
beauty over artistic beauty; the former—via our aesthetic 
judgment—demonstrates our capacities without our 
capacities having to actualize themselves in the making of 
an object. To find something beautiful is to acknowledge 
that it requires no tinkering from us.

What are we to make of the appearance of so many skulls 
throughout Gimblett’s calligraphic works? It is, in fact, 
one of the most prominent of his recurring motifs. Is it 
just one of the artist’s favorite images? Does it bear some 
significance in light of the dynamics we have traced thus 
far? I suspect that he has a fondness for skull imagery, as 
skulls do appear in other mediums that he works in, for 
example, the beautifully crafted wooden cabinet with 
each drawer occupied solely by a death’s head, each one 
made out of a different material. But I suspect that the 
death’s head imagery has an overarching significance with 
regard to the dynamics in gestural calligraphy that we 
have already discussed. One can imagine the death’s head 
as the face of this dynamic—not just an icon signifying 
death, but a symbol of the mortality inherent in mark 
making. Just as the practice of calligraphic mark making 
reveals itself by making an image of its own activity and 
essence, the death’s head reveals not only of the face 
of the human being but the face of human making. We 
should note too the ambiguity inherent in the image of 
the death’s head. Though it looks like a face, the face is 
precisely what is absent in the image of the death’s head. 
And it is crucial to note here that Gimblett’s central koan, 
an element absolutely integral to his calligraphic practice, 
is as follows: What was your face before your face in your 
mother’s womb. The face continues as what is missing, 
lost, effaced, presumed to be gone forever. Or should we 
see the death’s head as what we see when we see through 
the face, beyond it to what underlies it? Is the death’s head 
something like the secret of the face, and in this sense the 
origin, the meaning of the face? The face, we should recall, 
is the model for the image in general; it is the ur-image, 
for the infant as well as the mature human gaze. It is pure 

FIG. 11: Roshi’s Stick, 2010 , Sumi ink on kozo paper,  
56 x 17 in (142.24 x 43.18 cm)
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image insofar as it is by means of the face that we come 
to recognize the properties of an image. The face—the 
capacity for facial recognition—is our first experience of 
multiple visual stimuli coming together as a unity; the face 
thus serves as a model for the synthesis of visual variety 
into a coherent whole. To see images is to see faces. The 
death’s head, therefore, is a potent reminder of the face 
as the original model of the image. The deadness of the 
death’s head underscores the fact that seeing and making 
images requires that the image—the face—remain still and 
unmoving. The death’s head is the image made immobile 
and quiet, no longer active and in motion, no longer 
capable of expression. The image gives up its potential for 
expressivity when it becomes the mask of death. 

Gimblett’s other calligraphic works collected here—
portraits, caricatures, animal drawings—begin at a point 
opposite that of his gestural calligraphy. They begin with 
the image rather than the gesture; their lines serve the 
image, even the idea of the image, before the beginning of 
any line. These ink pictures therefore form a sharp contrast 
to his gestural calligraphy. It is no accident that the images 
are so fixed, almost inexpressive. More than anything, they 

are a form of documentation, recording the way a thing 
appears under a certain light and at a certain angle. 

The contrast between the ink pictures and the gestural 
calligraphy raises the question of where and when the 
image appears. It foregrounds the relationship of the 
drawn image to the lines out of which it is composed. 
What is the status of the line, the original mark, when its 
sole purpose is to create an image? In some ways, the line 
has no autonomy as a mark, has been reduced to a mere 
functionary of the image; we cannot really see the line 
in its original existence as a pure mark. A mark stands in 
relation to a line, a line stands in relation to an image, and 
an image stands in relation to whatever object it refers 
to. Each stage of this journey, this transformation of the 
mark into a thing that stands for some feature of an object 
or a person, is also an erasure of the primordial character 
of the mark. The mark’s independence from the material 
on which and out of which it was made, and the mark’s 
independence from the person who made it, may be what 
allow the mark to transcend so readily its origins and 
become the mark of something else, which is another way 
of saying that the mark transcends its own existence as a 
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mark. The mark’s very autonomy, the mark’s achievement, 
is what facilitates its becoming a part of other things.

And, I want to add, the genius of the mark in gestural 
calligraphy is that it defies what would otherwise be its 
destiny—to become the mark of something else—and 
instead retains—or, we might say, regains—its original 
autonomy. It is interesting to note just how much effort it 
takes for the mark to remain itself; the action of the hand 
and arm, in making the mark, must divest itself of nearly all 
intentionality. The mark, in other words, must become as 
minimally human as possible for it to become empowered 
enough that its autonomy will manifest itself on the page. 
I believe this to be the best way to look at and think about 
gestural calligraphy: it is artistic work on behalf of the 
autonomy of line, and therefore, by extension, on behalf 
of the autonomy of human gesture, which I hold to be the 
emblem of human autonomy in general. Before we consider 
the implications of the autonomy of line for human 
gesture, let us appreciate first the wholly traditional way 
in which it manifests itself in calligraphy. I contend that it 
is in the very beauty of the line that the mark’s autonomy 
is evident. Thus we come full circle—to the centrality of 
beauty in the lines of gestural calligraphy, to the ensō. We 
cannot feel, let alone fathom, the autonomy of beauty in 
and of itself; in order to comprehend beauty, we need as a 
model not just a beautiful thing, but an autonomous thing. 
Beauty, according to this line of thinking, is the expression 
of autonomy; it is evidence of the liberation of a thing from 
the material out of which it was made, and the means by 
which it is made. Beauty is not just something pretty or 
appealing, but the appearance of that which we strive for: 
autonomy. It signals the possibility that we might also, 
like the beautiful thing, overcome our own embeddedness 
in what we have previously been. Beauty is the visual 
manifestation of autonomy. This is a conundrum. How 
does something that is by its very nature locked into the 
condition of nonfreedom—that is, like all things of the 
sensual world, inherently limited—nonetheless become 
an emblem of that which it is not: freedom, autonomy? A 
thing becoming something it is not—that is the appearance 
of beauty. But I want to further strengthen this claim by 
asserting that the lines of gestural calligraphy are not 
merely an emblem of autonomy, but the actualization and 
achievement of autonomy. This constellation of ideas puts 
us squarely in the camp of Friedrich Schiller, with regard 
to the special role of aesthetics in human education and 
emancipation.

Schiller was very much inspired by Kant’s Critique of 
Judgment, which he believed accorded aesthetic experience 
its proper centrality in the human spirit. Schiller’s 
interpretation of Kant’s aesthetic theory is an elaboration 
of Kantian aesthetics without terminological baggage, and 
within the broader context of human self-transformation 
and emancipation. Curiously enough, what Schiller 
alighted upon in Kant as the thing from which aesthetic 
experience liberates us, is our own faculties. For example, 
Schiller’s reading of Kant’s proclamations on the inherent 
limitations of the “agreeable”—a term by which Kant 
denotes pleasurable experiences of the senses—is that our 
ability to feel physical pleasure is not, in and of itself, a 
limitation. Rather, as Kant indicated but did not elaborate 
upon fully, sensuousness is an ability, and with it comes 
a whole range of possible experiences. In other words, 
sensuousness is a good thing; it adds to human life and 
experience. This is where Schiller gains the most insight 
from Kant, for the capacity of sensuousness, however 
positive it may be, is, as a capacity, also a limitation. 
Schiller holds that however rich our capacities are, no 
single one of them can be everything to us. Each and every 
capacity falls short of being human; every capacity is a 
finite expression of what we are capable of. This means that 
the limitedness of a capacity is the degree to which it falls 
short of embodying the full breadth of human possibility. 
And by definition, no capacity can ever be a full expression 
of human possibility, of the human spirit. Every capacity 
is a limitation on what we might otherwise become. 
Therefore—and here lies the philosophical beauty of the 
formulation as well as perhaps its key insight regarding 
aesthetics—the things we most need to free ourselves from 
in order to realize our potential are the array of capacities 
that have, until this moment, defined us. This impulse, 
this manifestation of a capacity that is at the same time 
a disavowal of that very capacity, is the soul of gestural 
calligraphy. The calligraphic mark manifests at the same 
time both our capacity to inscribe what is human on what 
is not, and the mark’s own freedom from affiliation with 
the human. It is therefore an emblem of how, by disavowing 
our human capacities, we might liberate ourselves from 
domination by them.

Tom Huhn is chair of the Visual & Critical Studies program 
at SVA.

FIG. 12: Again, Mark Tobey Occupies Me, 2004,  
Sumi ink on Japanese paper, 39 x 59 in (99 x 150 cm)
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Buddha Pond, 2006
Sumi ink on HMP Vail 100% cotton American paper
20 x 20 in (50.8 x 50.8 cm)
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Bodhidarma Sitting, 1984
Sumi ink on paper
30 x 21 in (76.2 x 53.34 cm)
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77

Bodhidarma, 1984
Sumi ink on Asian paper
30 x 21 in (76.2 x 53.34 cm)
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Snowmass, 2002
Sumi ink on HMP 100% cotton American paper
19 x 19 in (48.26 x 48.26 cm)
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Hakuin Ensō, 2013
Sumi ink on HMP 100% cotton American paper
20 x 20 in (50.8 x 50.8 cm)
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Roll, 2010
Sumi ink on Sunomi Gold Japanese kozo and sulfite paper
26.5 x 38 in (67.31 x 96.52 cm)
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River Ensō, 2011
Sumi ink on Tibetian floral screen print paper
30 x 19 in (76.2 x 48.26 cm)
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Tibetan Ensō, 2011
Sumi ink on Nepal Rhododendron Lama-Li yellow paper
30 x 20 in (76.2 x 50.8 cm)
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83

Ensō Over the Moon–5.10.10, 2010
Sumi ink on Asian rice paper
25.5 x 36 in (64.77 x 91.44 cm)
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84

Here It Is, 1984
Sumi ink on Strathmore paper
30 x 21 in (76.2 x 53.34 cm)
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85

Character–No. 1 Son, 1979
Sumi ink on Strathmore Aquarius fiberglass paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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86

He’s Hitting at a Ball on a Fast Flowing River–For Robert Motherwell, 1978
Sumi ink on Strathmore Aquarius fiberglass paper
30 x 25 in (76.2 x 63.5 cm)
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Standing Tree, 1978
Sumi ink on Strathmore Aquarius fiberglass paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Big Bang–2, 2013
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
22 x 31 in (55.88 x 78.74 cm)
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Roundness, 2013
Sumi ink on Thai Kozo paper
27 x 35 in (68.58 x 88.9 cm)
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Ensō of Beauty, 2013
Sumi ink on Thailand fabric-backed pulp squares paper
31 x 21 in (78.74 x 53.34 cm)
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In from the Right, 2011
Sumi ink on Thailand fabric-backed pulp squares paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Shocking, 2013
Sumi ink on Khadi Indian watercolor 100% khadda paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Edge of the World, 2014
Sumi ink on Nepalese paper
30 x 20 in (76.2 x 50.8 cm)
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94

Waterfall–After Pollock, 2013
Sumi ink on Khadi Indian watercolor 100% Khadda paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Stigmata, 2013
Sumi ink on Thailand embossed bricks 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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His Example, 2008–09
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
22 x 31 in (55.88 x 78.74 cm)
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Tao in the World is Like..., 1991–04
Pencil, sumi ink, and acrylic on Fabriano Roma Italian paper
19 x 26 in (48.26 x 66.04 cm)
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98

In the Mirror, 2011
Sumi ink on Indian paper
30 x 19.5 in (76.2 x 49.53 cm)
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Out in the Jungle, 2011
Sumi ink on Thai embossed kozo paper
30.5 x 22 in (77.47 x 55.88 cm)
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Wack and Head, 2012
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Overseas, 2012–14
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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102

1234 with Ami, 1998
Pencil and sumi ink on St. Armand Canadian paper
22 x 30.25 in (55.88 x 76.84 cm)
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Pyramid, 1983–93
Sumi ink and acrylic polymer on Gampi Torinoko Japanese paper
30.5 x 22.5 in (77.47 x 57.15 cm)

Inside_37.indd   103 10/24/14   12:04 AM



104

Monkey Mind, 2012
Sumi ink on Asian paper
18.25 x 13 in (46.36 x 33 cm)
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Bride, 2011
Sumi ink on Nepal Rhododendron Lama-Li yellow paper
30 x 20 in (76.2 x 50.8 cm)
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Weed, 2000
Sumi ink on HMP 100% cotton American paper
15 x 18 in (38 x 45.7 cm)
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Holy Man with Oval in His Skull, 2000
Sumi ink on HMP 100% cotton American paper
15 x 17 in (38 x 43 cm)
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Hanging Out, 2003–04
Sumi ink and acrylic polymer on HMP 100% cotton American paper
23 x 31 in (58.42 x 78.74 cm)
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Friend in Bellagio Studio, 1991
Sumi ink and acrylic polymer on HMP 100% cotton American paper
23 x 21 in (58.42 x 53.34 cm)
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Chinese Woman in Toronto, 1964
Graphite on paper mounted on cardstock
8 x 10 in (20.32 x 25.4 cm)
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Straight On, S.F., 1967
Sumi ink on paper
15 x 11 in (38 x 27.94 cm)
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San Francisco Chronicle–Champion Convicted, 1967
Sumi ink on newspaper
23 x 14 in (58.42 x 35.56 cm)
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Master, 1968
Sumi ink on Asian rice paper
25 x 19 in (63.5 x 48.26 cm)
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Two of Us, 2002
Sumi ink on HMP 100% cotton American paper
23 x 32 in (58.42 x 81.28 cm)
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Ghost Head, 2002
Sumi ink on Japanese Kochi natural paper
20 x 26 in (50.8 x 66 cm)
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Guardian, 2006
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30.75 x 22 in (78 x 55.88 cm)
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117

What Was Your Face?, 2002
Sumi ink on HMP 100% cotton American paper
23 x 31 in (58.42 x 78.74 cm)
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Her Majesty, 2008
Sumi ink on paper with grass inclusions
20 x 30 in (50.8 x 76.2 cm)
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No Hesitation, 2008
Sumi ink on St. Armand Canadian paper
22 x 27.5 in (55.88 x 69.85 cm)
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The Death of Frogs, 2008
Sumi ink on Gampi Torinoko Japanese paper
20 x 30 in (50.8 x 76.2 cm)
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The Greatest Thing I’ve Ever Seen, 2014
Sumi ink on carton Mexican paper
31 x 23.5 in (78.74 x 59.69 cm)
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Original Face, 2012
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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Carl Jung’s Front Door, 2002
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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Lembruck, 1997
Sumi ink on Asian paper
30 x 21.5 in (76.2 x 54.6 cm)
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Mobster, 2009
Silkscreen, sumi ink, and collage on Asian paper
24 x 18.4 in (61 x 46.74 cm)
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Master Rabbit Scribe, 2000
Sumi ink on Dutch paper
20 x 20 in (50.8 x 50.8 cm)
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Out for a Stroll, 2000
Acrylic polymer, ink on Twinrocker 100% cotton American paper
22 x 28 in (55.88 x 71 cm)
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Butterfly–Belagio, 1991-92
Sumi ink, water-based size, and silver leaf on HMP 100% cotton American paper
31 x 23 in (78.74 x 58.42 cm)
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Death of Frogs–After Sengai Gibbon, 2004
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Hauraki Gulf, 1995
Sumi ink on cotton paper with shredded U.S. dollar inclusions
18 x 24 in (45.72 x 60.96 cm)
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Study for Sculpture Commission, 1999
Sumi ink on The Paper Press New Zealand paper
16 x 25 in (40.64 x 63.5 cm)
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Sengai at Oxherding, 2009
Acrylic polymer on Arches Cover Black French 300lb cold press mould made paper
30 x 44 in (76.2 x 111.76 cm)

Inside_37.indd   132 10/24/14   12:05 AM



133

Sengai Gibbon, 2008
Sumi ink on Asian rag paper
30 x 43 in (76.2 x 109.22 cm)
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Shapes into Plane, 2014
Sumi ink on Iwano Japanese paper
42 x 78 in (106.68 x 198 cm)
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Gold Paradise, 2014
Sumi ink on Sunomi Gold Japanese kozo and sulfite paper
26 x 38 in (66 x 96.5 cm)
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Silver Glint, 2014
Sumi ink on Sunomi Silver Japanese kozo and sulfite paper
26 x 38 in (66 x 96.5 cm)
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Water, Water, Everywhere, 2014
Sumi ink on Japanese Itajimi-shi fold dyed kozo paper
26 x 38 in (66 x 96.5 cm)
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Bamboo Heaven, 2014
Sumi ink on Japanese Itajimi-shi fold dyed kozo paper 
26 x 38 in (66 x 96.5 cm)
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Sengai–2009, 2009
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Universe–3 after SG, 2014
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
22 x 30 in (55.88 x 76.2 cm)
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Swirve, 2013
Sumi ink on Iwano Japanese paper
42 x 78 in
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144

Night Scene–After Turner, 2013
Sumi ink on Japanese Kinkami paper
25 x 19 in (63.5 x 48.26 cm)
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Teacher–After Turner, 2013
Sumi ink on Japanese Kinkami paper
25 x 19 in (63.5 x 48.26 cm)
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Other, 2000
Sumi ink on Indian jute paper
30 x 21 in (76.2 x 53.34 cm)
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Grain, 2001
Sumi ink on Indian jute paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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Double Trouble, 2007
Sumi ink on Japanese Kusakizome Kuri-hakeme brushed chestnut dye paper
24 x 19 in (60.96 x 48.26 cm)
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Ankh–3, 2000
Sumi ink on Indian jute paper
30.5 x 21.5 in (77.47 x 55 cm)

Inside_37.indd   149 10/24/14   12:06 AM



150

Climbing Stairs, 2002
Sumi ink on Asian tumeric paper
30 x 19 in (76.2 x 48.26 cm)
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Hut, 1991
Sumi ink on Japanese gold foil paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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Hell’s Angels–6, 2004
Sumi ink on marbled paper
24 x 34 in (60.96 x 86.36 cm)
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154

Bridge–After Hakuin, 2010
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
22 x 31 in (55.88 x 78.74 cm)

Inside_37.indd   154 10/24/14   12:06 AM



155

Peonies Tremble, 10.5.09, 2009
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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The Pleasure of the Egg, 2003
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
22 x 31 in (55.88 x 78.74 cm)
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Upright, 2003
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
22 x 31 in (55.88 x 78.74 cm)
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Swing 5, 2000
Sumi ink on Dutch paper
20 x 20 in (50.8 x 50.8 cm)
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The Artist and the Picture, 2007
Sumi ink and turpentine on Twinrocker paper
17 x 22 in (43.18 x 55.88 cm)
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Half a Bridge, 2010
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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Sumi Ink–8–Valley Forge, 2010
Sumi ink on Asian rag paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Staff after Juni (triptych)–2, 1979
Sumi ink on Strathmore Aquarius watercolor paper
60 x 30 in (152.4 x 76.2 cm)
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163

Untitled (Three Sticks), 1979–90
Sumi ink on Strathmore Aquarius fiberglass paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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164

Hakuin’s Staff–After Nantenbo (1839–1925), 2010
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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12/7/09–5–Eagles Afloat, 2009
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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On the Road with Chinese Hermits–3, 1.16.08, 2008
Sumi ink on Indian Khadi paper
39 x 59 in (99 x 150 cm)
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The Baby & the Womb, 2013
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31.5 x 22 in (80 x 55.88 cm)
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168

Towering Dragon, 2010
Sumi ink on kozo paper
56 x 17 in (142.24 x 43.18 cm)
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Kundalini, 1979
Sumi ink on Strathmore Aquarius fiberglass paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Eternal Return, 2013
Sumi ink on St. Armand Canadian paper
30 x 22.5 in (76.2 x 57.15 cm)
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Egyptian Figure, 2011
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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172

Liftoff, 1980
Sumi ink on Arches French silkscreen paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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In the Flurry, 2008
Sumi ink on cotton and linen paper
28 x 41 in (71 x 104 cm)
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Triumph for Hakuin, 2013
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Buddha’s Path–5, 12.8.09, 2009
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Escape, 2013
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Alphabet, 2011
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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178

Sumi Ink–Up Top, 2010
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
30 x 22 in (76.2 x 55.88 cm)
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Under Over, 2012
Sumi ink on Thai Garden plain smooth 100% kozo paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)

Inside_37.indd   179 10/24/14   12:07 AM



180

Squared, 2011
Sumi ink on Thailand fabric-backed pulp squares paper
31 x 22 in (78.74 x 55.88 cm)
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Islam, 1979
Sumi ink on Nepalese paper
30 x 20 in (76.2 x 50.8 cm)
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182

A, 1985
Sumi ink on Korean kozo paper
48 x 36 in (121.92 x 91.44 cm)
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Z, 1985
Sumi ink on Korean kozo paper
48 x 36 in (121.92 x 91.44 cm)
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Trail, 1979
Sumi ink on kozo paper
20 x 26 in (50.8 x 66 cm)
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185

Cat and Mouse, 1994–96
Sumi ink, acrylic polymer, Rolco gilding size, gold leaf, and pencil on Nepalese paper
19 x 26 in (48.26 x 66.04 cm)
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186

Again, Mark Tobey Occupies Me, 2004
Sumi ink on Japanese paper
39 x 59 in (99 x 150 cm)
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Thread, 2008
Sumi ink on Indian paper
28 x 39.5 in (71 x 100.33 cm)
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Along & Turning, 2013-14
Sumi ink on Langdell Garden 100% cotton pigmented paper
20 x 30 in (50.8 x 76.2 cm)
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Blaze, 2001
Sumi ink and acrylic on Somerset paper
30 x 44 in (76 x 112 cm)
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Alhambra Dance, 2008
Sumi ink on French watercolor paper
33 x 45 in (83.82 x 114.3 cm)
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Living and working in New York and New Zealand, Max 
Gimblett investigates the purity of material and form, 
focusing primarily on canvas, paper from around the 
world, and wood panels with precious metal leaf gilding. 
Max’s Pacific Rim ideology is apparent in his athletic, 
powerful, and often subtle works. Intrinsic to Gimblett’s 
practice is the influence of Asian art, particularly ink 
painting and calligraphy, traditions that he has practiced 
and drawn inspiration from since 1967.

Gimblett is an ordained Rinzai Zen lay monk. He has been 
practicing Koan study for over thirty-five years and sumi 
ink painting for over fifty. 

His Bowery studio is ready at a moment’s notice for an 
ink-painting session. Countless sheets of unique and 
precious papers fill flat files on the west side of the studio. 
Gallons of sumi ink live atop his drawing table. A sheet of 
paper is placed before Gimblett. His arm raises and lowers 
a Chinese animal-hair brush into and out of a pot of ink. 
The paper is seen by Gimblett and a moment is found. 
The spiritual philosophy of “all mind, no mind” takes 
hold, and with a mighty shout and sweep of his hand, the 
ink is discharged and an ensō is born. Sessions like these 
generate many ink paintings of various important and 
iconographic Gimblett motifs. The square, triangle, and 
circle are descended from Sengai Gibbon’s The Universe. 
One stroke bone, wabi-sabi, psychic automatism, the face, 
the skull, the hand: these motifs populate the studio.

Once an ink painting session is complete, the works 
are poured over by Gimblett and his assistants. He says: 
“Point to the one that doesn’t cut it. One, two, three,” and 
everyone points at a work. The ink paintings pointed 

to get torn up and tossed into the recycling bin. The 
editing process is very important. “You make very few 
masterpieces in your life,” says Gimblett. “You’ve got to 
know which those are.”

Gimblett shares his experience and rich knowledge of Zen 
by leading sumi ink painting workshops in the States, New 
Zealand, and China. Like his teachers, Gibbon Sengai, 
Nantembo, Shi Tao, Hakuin, and Yamaoka Tesshū (the 
No Sword Warrior), Gimblett passes on his experience 
and knowledge to others. He leads sumi ink workshops 
throughout the year for various museums, galleries, and 
universities. “Each student leaves (a workshop) with a 
masterpiece or two!” exclaims Gimblett.

In addition to his sumi ink painting practice, Gimblett 
creates paintings in the shape of the quatrefoil, circle, 
square, and rectangle, for which he is primarily known. 
He makes unique artist books with poets and is published 
in limited editions of artists’ books. Gimblett exhibits 
in the United States, Germany, New Zealand, Australia, 
Sweden, Denmark, England, China, and Japan, among 
others places. His work is in the collection of many of the 
world’s museums including the Museum of Modern Art, 
the Guggenheim Museum, the Museum of New Zealand Te 
Papa Tongarewa, the Auckland Art Gallery Toi O Tamaki, 
Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna O Waiwhetu, the 
Whitney Museum of American Art, the Getty Research 
Institute for the History of Art and the Humanities, and 
the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art. In the States 
he is represented by Haines Gallery, San Francisco; in the 
UK by Kashya Hildebrand, London; and in New Zealand by 
Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland, Nadene Milne Gallery, 
Arrowtown, and Page Blackie Gallery, Wellington.

Max Gimblett
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Biography

1935 Born, Auckland, New Zealand

1956–57, 1959–61 Traveled in Europe

1962–64 Worked as a potter, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

1964 Studied drawing, Ontario College of Art, 
Toronto. Married Barbara Kirshenblatt

1965 Studied painting, San Francisco Art Institute,  
California

1967–70 Lives and paints in Bloomington, Indiana

1970–72 Lives and paints in Austin, Texas

1972 Moves to New York City

Visits New Zealand

1974 Meets Len Lye

1977 Begins yearly visits to New Zealand

1979 Becomes dual American and  
New Zealand citizen

1983–2011 Studies psychology at the  
C.G. Jung Foundation, New York

1983–84 Traveled to Japan, India, and Kenya

1989 National Endowment for the Arts,  
Washington D.C., Painting Fellowship

Founded Jade Studio, New York and Auckland  
(with Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett)

1990 Appointed trustee of the Len Lye Foundation,  
New Plymouth, New Zealand

1991 Residency, The Rockefeller Foundation,  
Study and Conference Center, Bellagio, Lake Como, Italy

1991–92 J. Paul Getty Associate,  
The Getty Center for the History  

of Art and the Humanities,  
Santa Monica, California

1991 Traveled to India and Japan

1992 Inaugural artist in residence,  
Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane

1996 Traveled to Jerusalem, Israel

1997 Traveled to Cambodia and Burma

2001 Appointed special patron of the  
Queensland Art Gallery Foundation,  

Brisbane, Australia

2002 First monograph written by John Yau and  
Wystan Curnow published by Craig Potton  

Publishing in association with  
Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland, New Zealand 

 Residency with Lewis Hyde,  
Anderson Ranch Art Center, Snowmass Village,  

Colorado, Oxherding Project

2003 Traveled to Mexico

2004 Artist in residence  
Auckland University, Elam School of Fine Art

2005 The Brush of All Things,  
a thirty-three minute film made by the  

Auckland Art Gallery and directed by Roger Taberner

2006 Appointed to the honorary position of  
visiting professor to the National Institute  

of Creative Arts and Industries,  
Auckland University, Auckland, New Zealand

Takes Jukai: refuge in the Zen Buddhist Precepts

2007 Monotype Project,  
Smith Anderson Editions, Palo Alto, Californai

2008 Gow Langsford Gallery publishes screenprints

Laila Foundation Artist in Residence at  
HuiPress, HuiPress, Maui, Hawaii

2009 Augusta Award, Auckland Grammar,  
Auckland, New Zealand

2010 Appointed inaugural special artist patron,  
Christchurch Art Gallery, Christchurch, New Zealand

2011 Appointed benefactor of  
Auckland Art Gallery, Auckland, New Zealand

Old Boy of the Year Award,  
King’s School, Auckland, New Zealand

2014 Lives and works in New York and Auckland
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2014 Whakatāne Museum & Gallery 
 | Te Whare Taonga o te rohe o Whakatāne, 

Whakatāne, New Zealand.  
Whakaora: The Medicine Mandala

Gus Fisher Gallery, Auckland University, Auckland,  
Dark Arts: Twenty Years of the Hollowway Press

Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland.  
All that Glitters

2013 Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland.  
Spring Catalogue

2012 Gary Snyder Gallery, Miami Project,  
Miami Beach, Florida.

Dalhousie Art Gallery, Halifax, Nova Scotia.  
Unbound: An Exhibition in Three Chapters,  

curated by Heide Hatry.

The Atlantic Conference, Brooklyn, New York.  
The Final Frontier, organized by Matt Jones.

Page Blackie Gallery, Wellington.  
Editions

Jacks Point, Queenstown,   
Group Exhibition

2011 80 WSE, New York, NY.  
80 WSE Presents curated by  

Peter Campus, Michael Cohen,  
Edward Holland, and Hugh O’Rourke.

 Auckland Art Gallery, Auckland,   
Permanent Collection

 Pierre Menard Gallery, Cambridge, Massachusetts.  
One Of A Kind–an exhibition of unique artist’s books” 

curated by Heide Hatry (catalog)

 Gow Langsford Gallery.  
The Green Bicycle (book launch)

Gow Langsford Gallery.  
Spring Catalog 2011 (catalog)

2010 The Drawing Center, New York.  
Drawing Gifts–7th Annual Benefit Auction

 Center for Book Arts, New York.  
Poems & Pictures: A Renaissance in  

the Art of the Book (1946–1981),  
curated by Kyle Schlesinger

 John Leech Gallery, Auckland.  
New Zealand Masters: Cotton, Goldie, Gimblett, Walters,  

Hotere, Woollaston, Frizzell, Angus and Wero Taroi

 Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland.  
Spring Catalog Exhibition

 QUT Art Museum, Brisbane.  
Zen to Kawaii: The Japanese Affect

 The Suter, Nelson, New Zealand.  
West East

2009 Guggenheim Museum, New York. 
The Third Mind: American Artists Contemplate Asia, 1860–1989, 

curated by Alexandra Munroe (January 30–April 19)

 Nadene Milne Gallery, Arrowtown.  
The New Zealand Room

2014 Kashya Hildebrand, London.

New York Zen Center for Contemplative Care, New York. 
Boundless Way

Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland. 
The Gold Thread

Waikato University, Hamilton, New Zealand. 
The Universe

Nadene Milne Gallery, Arrowtown. 
Heavenly Creatures

2013 Page Blackie Gallery, Wellington. On a Clear Day

Nadene Milne Gallery, Arrowtown. All That Is

2012 Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland.  
Ballad of the South Pacific

Gary Snyder Gallery, New York.  
Max Gimblett–The Holy Grail

Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland.  
Max Gimblett–New Works on Paper

Nadene Milne Gallery, Arrowtown.  
Max Gimblett–New York, New York

Nadene Milne Gallery, Arrowtown.  
Damien Hirst / Max Gimblett–  

The Beauty and Brutality of Fact

2011 Andy Warhol Museum, Pittsburgh.  
The Word of God curated by Eric Shiner

Kenyon College, Kenyon, Ohio.  
Oxherding–In Collaboration with Lewis Hyde 

Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland.  
The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze (catalog)

Page Blackie Gallery, Wellington.  
On the Shores of Infinity

Nadene Milne Gallery, Arrowtown.  
Perfect Mirror

2010 Japan Society, New York.  
Oxherding–In Collaboration with Lewis Hyde

ICA, Maine College of Art, Portland, Maine.  
Animal Speaking–A Collaboration with Lewis Hyde

Saatchi & Saatchi, New York.  
Graceland (catalog)

Nadene Milne Gallery, Arrowtown.  
Pacific Shrine (catalog)

2009 Haines Gallery, San Francisco.  
The Night Sun

Gow Langsford Gallery, Auckland.  
Full Fathom Five 

Selected Group Exhibitions

Selected One-Person Exhibitions
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I wish to deeply thank my wife, Barbara 
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, the love of my life and 

keeper of my soul.

To my very fine and special authors Tom Huhn 
and Eric Shiner, my abiding thanks.

My thanks to my loyal, long term and abundant 
art dealers: Gary Langsford, John Gow,  

Kashya Hildebrand, Cheryl Haines,  
Nadene Milne, Marcia Page, and James Blackie, 

who make my studio life possible.

My thanks to Matt Jones who produced this fine 
book. He is vastly talented and tireless,  

ever by my side.

My thanks to Giovanni Forlino and  
Kristen Reyes, my daily studio  

companions for many years now.

To Eric Wiley, my brilliant young  
book designer, I am grateful.

To my ever-so-talented photographer,  
Tom Warren, my deep thanks.

To Guiseppe Liverani, my publisher,  
my champion, my friend.

To my devoted friends, Alexandra Munroe, Lewis 
Hyde, Naoto Nakagawa, Brian Sweeney, John 

Hood, Tiffany Singh, Lisa Ross,  
Emily Cheng, Rae Dylan, Kimberly Marrero,  

all my intimate traveling companions. 

Thank You!
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