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The Lonely Extraordinary

Introducing two personality characteristics in autism that are critical in learning Chinese painting and calligraphy

Mei Zhang

meizhang_1@yahoo.com, http://www.flyingstrokes.com/

Autism patients are believed to belong to a population with passion in the arts. Painting and drawing are among the most productive ways to express our inner feelings - not only to unleash our desire, but
also to create art. It is always a challenge to teach autism to reach an advanced level in art. This is mainly due to the difficulty in communication during tutoring. We need to find out certain types of art and
skills that are suitable for autism patients to learn. The question is: do we have to go against their nature, and train them to overcome their limitations to achieve this, or can we take the Chinese traditional

‘lazy’ way of dealing problems: peddle the boat in the direction of current (7K HEFRE), that is, turn favorable factors into account so that the least effort would produce desired results (modified from Baidu).

Naturally, autism patients are able to stay alone, without the company of others. They like to work alone, and enjoy loneliness. Many famous figures in the past from Western countries such as Newton,
Einstein, Picasso, were autistic. They have contributed heavily in science and arts during their lonely life times. Norm Ledgin stated in her book Asperger's and Self-Esteem: Insight and Hope Through Famous

Role Models, “ [Autistic patients] are our visionaries, scientists, diplomats, inventors, chefs, artists, writers and musicians. They are the original thinkers and a driving force in our culture.”

In ancient China, there were numerous historical records about people with autistic personalities; many were politicians, as well as artists. They may have been found to have skills that were admired by royal
family members. When they were no longer in their career, they often turned to the interest in art practicing. They created a spectacular situation which was likely an ‘autistic microenvironment’ to achieve
their goal in artistic creation. They were not easy to communicate with, extremely quiet, antisocial, even behaved ‘crazy’. However, when their arts were finally matured and stood out (in their lifetime or

afterlife time), they were then called Gao Ren (supreme people), and indeed created historical arts to shine in many of today’s museums and art collections.
Inspired by these achievements from autistic people in history, we believe that autistic patients are a population that potentially includes a sub-population with great talent in Chinese art.

First, autistic children use photographic techniques to memorize things they are seeing than to use convention ways memorizing such as logic. Photographic memory is a direct way to take information into
our brain. It is a very high level technique that is more efficient than logical memorizing, which is an indirect way for remembering things. We, or the ‘neurotypical’ people, use it because it is the most ‘logical’
way. However, autistic children can tell, for example, the number of spilled matches immediately on the ground, as described in the book The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat by Oliver Sachs that two
twin brothers presented the results by telling the way they were calculating - they grouped the spilled matches into 3 groups, each with 37 matches, and immediately counted them in their mind as 111 matches.
It is most understandable that they used a geometric technique to get the results. With this type of memory, autistic patients can have a clear picture in mind during drawing or painting. They don’t have to
spend time in recalling details of the picture because they are already there bright and vivid, instead, they can pay more attention to the quality of strokes that need special focusing during the art performance.

This is important in Chinese calligraphy or painting which is discussed below.

Second, autistic children are more likely to have less social restrictions than our neurotypicals. They have less fear, and are not as easily distracted from their work by the outside world. Chinese painting
requires artists to be internally concentrated to achieve their desired effect and quality of brush strokes. Chinese calligraphy and paintings are well known for the requirement of showing individual, countable
strokes in the completed piece. The less overlaying of strokes the better, and sometimes no overlaying and amending of the strokes cause the art to be complete and successful. This is even more strict in the
case of Chinese calligraphy. This goal has been a challenge to many people. However, when working with autistic children and watching their painting and writing process, one would be inspired by their free
way in handling the brushes. The consequence is clear - they can produce ink strokes with good quality even of their first try on the art tools. In long run, this type of psychological condition in the autistic
brain sets the baseline for them to do their job of interest. They can focus naturally, much better than the ‘normal’ kid. This was an amazing find in the field of Chinese calligraphy, painting, and other arts

that require this deep quality.

So, we can make a bold hypothesis that autistic patients, especially the children, are among the most talented population who are naturally capable of making Chinese art of great quality. They can do a better
job on the most critical element in calligraphy and painting - the strokes. We certainly want to see this in their art works. This is why we start out to collect Chinese art works from the patients to create a
show. Although we may first look for the art works for this collection from the Chinese autistic population, we hope to see more arts from other cultures that value strokes as the most distinct components in
their art. We should look into their art, bearing in mind of their advantages in the way of looking at things and freedom of instrument handling, and be prepared for our findings from the most amazing

population of the human being.
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