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Natural slates are ancient rocks that have been on earth for 
500 to 800 million years. Compressed leaves and dust have 
formed layers of flat rock surfaces embedded with incredibly 
rich color and texture. For ages, slates have been used for 
construction materials such as roof tiles, walls and floors. In 
2001, I purchased a few natural slates from Home Depot with-
out any specific plan for an art project. I left these slates in the 
basement and almost forgot about them.
   Three years later, I rediscovered the slates and took them 
to the Figure Drawing Studio, an open studio available every 
Sunday at Carnegie Mellon University. The model was a con-
temporary dancer and loved to experiment with artistic poses. I 
started to draw the figure on the slate with oil pastel sticks. The 
pastel didn’t work very well on the rough surface. So I tried to 
use a wood carving knife to remove the oil pastel residue. To 
my surprise, the flat head knife carved a deep bold line into the 
slate. I kept going and improvised my first rock art ever. 
   Slate is perhaps the softest rock for carving. With an appro-
priate knife to surface angle, e.g. in 45 degree, one can make a 
continuous line. Rolling the carving knife can change the width 
of the line, even creating teeth-mark like lines. Natural slates 
have a variety of colors and textures. Every slate is unique! 
The only exception is to split a slate in two layers, creating 
mirrored images. 
   Slate carving in fact is a 3D artwork, similar to a relief. Lighting 
plays a critical role in viewing a slate artwork. A sharp angled 
spot light is recommended to highlight subtle texture details. 
When you change the lighting or viewing angles, you will see 
different surface texture and colors. Like many sculptures, the 
more you watch it, the more you discover.
   Slate carving allows me to practice Minimalism. I only used 
half inch flat head wood carving knife. Sometimes, I used a 
scrap of hard rock to carve the slate. Slate carving also al-
lowed me to improvise artwork based on patterns on the slate. 
Sometimes, I was lucky to have colorful slates so that I could 
use minimal strokes of carving to complete the figures out of 
the slate.
   Slate carving is an experimental art in which there is no a 
formal media category for it. It can be viewed as a relief. How-My first slate carving work at the Figure Drawing Studio



ever, a slate surface is like a pastel painting. Any touch  or 
wash on the surface may smear the color and texture. Ideal-
ly, slate artwork had better be a part of a wall for permanent 
display. For temporary exhibitions, I have invented a method 
to hang a slate like an oil painting by using super-glue to at-
tach frame hooks on both sides. Then I take a thin metal wire 
to connect the two hooks for hanging to the wall. 
   Rock art is an ancient art media that has existed for more 
than tens of thousands of years. In 2007, after I posted 
the slate carving work on my blog page www.ambint-intel.
blogspot.com I got a comment from Gierra, a Ph.D. student 
of archeology from Italy. She suggested for me to visit the 
Neolithic rock art sites in Valcamonica of the Alps in Italy. 
Through her friend, I got in touch with archeology professor 
Angelo Fossati who taught a rock art field school in Paspar-
do. I was traveling in Rome at that time, so I joined the field 
school within a week. Since then, I went to Paspardo every 
summer for nine years to participate in the rock art conser-
vation, documentation, technical innovation, teaching, even 
to have my solo exhibition at the local museum in Cerveno.
   There are over a quarter of million rock art in Valcamonica, 
where it has been viewed as the mecca of rock art in the 
world. Most of the rock artwork in the valley were carved 
on the smooth stones polished by glaciers. The ice moved 
slowly along the valley like a monster milling machine, leav-
ing traces of horizontal lines on the stones. Alpine rock art-
ists used a hard stone to hammer the rock surface to create 
tiny dots for lines and areas. Sometimes, they improvised 
artwork based on the shape and crack of the rock, creating 
amazing figures of their daily life: hunting, riding, cooking, 
and farming. After thousands of years, the rock art in the 
open space have been eroded. The colors were all gone; 
the textural contrast have been weakened. If you took a 
photograph of the surface, you won’t see a clear pattern. 
Archaeologists used a low-angle LED light or a mirror to re-
direct the sunlight in order to see better rock art. This field 
experience has also been used in photographing my rock 
art in the studio. I also worked on the 3D scan technology 
to have a more portable, affordable, and accurate record of 
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vulnerable rock art surfaces. My home-made scanners have 
been evolving from laster diodes to photometry stereo, with 3D 
printed structural elements for the scanner frame.
   My venture in rock art archeology helps me to understand 
primitive art, Minimalism, and improvisation. Rock is the most 
durable media that can survive for millions of years, even be-
yond humans. So in my rock art, I wanted to make sure to have 
enough contents to inspire future archaeologists. Ideally, my 
rock art could survive longer if they are buried underground 
with a few clues on the surface.           
   This book presents selected 139 slates out of over my 300 
slate artwork created from 2004 to 2015. The artwork are orga-
nized into four periods: Primitivism, Impasto, Surreal and Ab-
stract. These themes show that slate is a versatile art media for 
sophisticated contents. Most of the photographs were taken by 
my assistant Reto Grieder. He setup a dark studio with a lamp 
above the slate. The digital post-processing includes color and 
texture enhancement and cropping. 
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2011 Florence Biennale, Italy  
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2015 AAP Annual Exhibition, Butler Institute of American Art, Ohio

2015 First Night, Pittsburgh CulturalTrust

2016 Group Show, Christine Frechad Gallery, Pittsburgh, PA
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1. Primitivism Period













































2. Impasto Period













































































3. Surrealism Period

















































4. Abstract Period






























