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Abstract

This essay traces Singapore Modern Chinese-Ink Painting back to the period
when China was in search for a Modernity that was relevant to them. While the
Chinese Intellectual went about searching for a Modernity relevant for China, the
Journey of Minds into Singapore furthered the art scene here, resulting in
Singapore being an art centre in Chinese Modern Art in the region. Artists in
Singapore analysed the Finds of Chinese Modernity and continued the journey
on a different trajectory. The development of a Chinese-Ink Painting Style that
eventually took a path influenced by the confluence of thinking between the
West and the then evolving Chinese modernity. This resulted in an underlying
thread of ideas possibly laying the foundation of a Singapore identity in a

portfolio of unique ways of creating Chinese-Ink paintings.



Content

1. | Ss¥ (o Yo 10 o1 5 o) o NPT 8
2. In Search of Modernity: The New Culture Movement ............. 14
A. The Motivation Behind the New Culture Movement

B. In Search of Modernity

C. Western Painting Concepts and Chinese Visual Art
D. Traditional Chinese-Ink Painting Concept

3. The Journey of Minds and Nanyang .......ccccccevieiinnecieenienien e 37
A. Arrival into Nanyang

B. Bringing Modernity to Nanyang

C. The Art of Nanyang



4. Singapore Chinese-Ink Painting - Beyond Nanyang .........c..cccccone.. 62

A. The Artworks of Lim Tze Peng (FkFF)

B. The Artworks of Tan Oe Pang (54 1)

C. The Artworks of Terence Teo Chin Keong (X Jz5#)

5. CONCIUSION it e e e e 87
Bibliography .o e 94
LiSt Of IHTUSEIatiONS  ...uciieeceiieieis et s s e s e e 100
LISt Of Charts oot e e e e s 121
An Art Interview with Terence Teo Chin Keong ........ccccoviiiiviiiniiiin e 127
ACKNOWIEAZEMENTS ..ot e e e e e 143



Image 1:
Image 2:

Image 3:

Image 4:
Image 5:
Image 6:
Image 7:
Image 8:

Image 9:

Image 10:
Image 11:
Image 12:
Image 13:

Image 14:

Image 15:

Image 16:

Image 17:

Image 18:

List of Illustrations

Put down the Whip, 1939 by Xu Beihong (1895 -1953)
The Three Stallions by Xu Beihong (1895-1953)

Perspective Illustration of a block with corresponding
parallel sides on a plane.

Court Ladies (Tang Dynasty) - Artist Unknown

Gathering on a Spring Day by Yuan Jiang (c. 1671-c. 1746)
Nude (c. 1934) by Lin Fengmian (1900-1991)

The Fiery Battle of Red Cliffs by Lin Fengmian (1900-1991)
Boats in Soochow, c. 1946 by Georgette Chen (1906-1993)

Kallang River, c. 1953-1955 by Georgette Chen (1906-
1993)

Indian Musicians, 1972 by Liu Kang (1911-2004)

Herons, ¢.1990 by Chen Wen Hsi (1906-1991)

Untitled, (Undated) by Cheong Soo Pieng (1917-1983)
Going to Sea at Dawn, 1967 by Chen Chong Swee (1910-1985)

Singapore West Coast, 1962 by Cheng Chong Swee (1910-
1985)

Bustling Streets of Chinatown by Lim Tze Peng (b. 1923)

Memory of the Past at Red Cliff by Su Shi. Calligrapher: Lim
Tze Peng (b. 1923)

Highway in Hougang, Singapore, 2005 by Tan Oe Pang (b.
1947)

—JJ[& "Yi Qie Yuan", 2013 by Tan Oe Pang (b. 1947)



Image 19: Rain Forest Series -Refreshing 5, 2010 by Terence Teo Chin
Keong (b. 1953)

Image 20: Melodic Summer, 2018 by Terence Teo Chin Keong (b.
1953)



Chart 1:

Chart 2:

Chart 3:

Chart 4 (i-iii):

List of Charts

Art Forum: between 1937 and 1941

Art Exhibitions Statistics between 1937 to 1941
(before World War 2)

Solo Art Exhibitions by Artists from China

Art Exhibitions by Local Institutions and Resident
Artists (1937-41)



1. Introduction

"Put Down Your Whip (it F/R#FF)" (see Image 1) was a street drama acted

by the famous actress Wang Yin (F %£)acting as Xiang Jie (%) during the

1930s. Chen Liting (£ Z) wrote the script. The drama depicted Xiang Jie

escaping with her father from Japanese-occupied Northeast China. They earned
their living by performing on the streets, singing about their hardship and
sufferings from Japanese control. One day, Xiang Jie performed badly due to
hunger and her father became angry. He father took out a whip and whipped her.
The audience was stunned and urged the father to stop beating her. A young man
(an actor in disguise) jumped out of the audience, shouting, "Put down the
Whip". The young man scolded the father. Unexcitingly, Xiang Jie would respond
with these words: "I don't blame you, my father. It was not you who beat me. It
was all those foreign devils ..." and she would recount her family's plight, telling
them that they were refugees escaping disaster, the exploitation they faced in
their hometown and the cruelty of the Japanese invasion. Through the
performance, they moved the hearts of their audience and canvassed support for
the anti-Japanese war in China. Wang Yin's performance also captured the

attention of the Chinese both in Malaya and Singapore.

Wang Yin, together with three other theatre members, arrived in Singapore on

30 September 1939 and stayed at Nantian (F4 X) Hotel on arrival. Wang Yin was



born in Anwei but raised in Nanjing. She schooled in a well-established
institution like Fudan University and Jinan University. When the Second Sino-
Japanese War broke out, Wang Yin and her theatre group ("Theatre of the Rescue
of China", which she founded) toured around fifteen provinces in China. She
acted and vice-chaired the theatre group to raise support for anti-Japanese

activities.

Xu Beihong was, then, in Singapore on his way to India. After watching the
drama, he was deeply moved He painted the portrait depicting Wang Yin and her
audience in the background (Image 1) in the next 10. His trip to India was
delayed. The painting was completed on 27th October 1939. Xu signed the
painting with the words: "Well respected heroine Wang Yin" on October 28',

Singapore, by Beihong" "Xu Beihong's masterpiece sold at a record price for
Chinese painting"®. Such were the artist-intellectuals that passed through
Singapore prior to the last World War for both the promotion of art and the
patriotic task of raising support to save their motherland from being ruined by

aggressors. And that is when "The Journey of Minds: Chinese Modernity and

Chinese-Ink in Singapore" began.

"The Journey of Minds: Chinese Modernity and Chinese-Ink in Singapore"
explores the influence of Chinese Modernity into Singapore and how painting

developed through the years by Singaporean Chinese artists through the

1 "Xu Beihong's masterpiece sold at record price for Chinese painting", People's Daily, @
http://en.people.cn/200704/08/eng20070408_364660.html 2007-04-08. Retrieved on 2 July
2018.



influence of Chinese Modern artists coming from China with some eventually
taking up residence here. There are two streams through which, Chinese-Ink
Painting techniques arrived into Singapore. Firstly, there were those Chinese
who had arrived in Singapore before the New Culture Movement. They brought
with them classical Chinese paintings practiced during the Qing Dynasty. The
next wave was the other group that came here as they were going about in
search of a relevant framework of modernity, suitable for a modern China. This
essay focuses on this second group of the art movement and traces the

development of Chinese paintings in Singapore from two aspects:

1. The entry of Chinese modern art into Nanyang (Singapore)

2. The journey towards a unique Singapore style of painting.

Chinese-Ink Painting in Singapore is intimately intertwined historically with the
modernising of China and its search for new expression in art. The Chinese
émigré artists, who were involved and/or influenced by the search of Chinese
modernity, arriving from China into Singapore in those years, before and after

the 2nd World War, had massive influence in the Singapore art scene.

Chinese artists in China were engaged in a search of modernity to enable an
ideological transformation of China because foreigners were ravaging the
country. China needed not only to catch up with the progressive West but also to
inspire and thrust the Chinese people into a new progressive mindset, as they
faced their aggressors who were bent to change China forever. The first Minister

of Education after the liberation, Cai Yuanpei through his wisdom saw that art
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would be a powerful tool that could be used to motivate and propel the Chinese

population to rise up and to take up the task to rescue the nation.

As Chinese artists from China went about in search of a modernity that could be
relevant to China, support from the overseas Chinese was also sought to help
suppress the aggressors in the area of funding and in return they shared the
newly found zeal in their art practice. That second mass migration of Chinese
into various part of Southeast Asia had a different profile from the previous. Lai
Chee Kien had this observation: "The second group of Chinese immigrants had
cultivated their literary and aesthetic sensitivities in major cities of China, and
who is now estranged from the cultural environments by the decision to migrate
to communities forming in various part of Southeast Asia. The formation of art
and literary groups were in some ways to re-establish their familiar cultural and
intellectual milieu in new locations”2. Singapore was one of such major location
that the Chinese artist-intellectuals had set their eyes on, in part, due to the
higher population of Chinese living here at that time compared to other locations
and also Singapore was a popular transition hub for travel between the East and
the West. Singapore offered unique opportunities for the east and west to
interact, which was illustrated by the art exhibitions held by the various cultural
groups that either lived or passed by Singapore in the years prior to the Second
World War. This essay will trace the journey of the search for Chinese modernity

to Chinese-Ink painting in Singapore.

2 Lai Chee Kien, “Translation Notes” in A Brief History of Malayan Art written by Hsu, Marco,
(Millennium Books, Singapore: 1999), p. ix.
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In Chapter 2, we will assess the motivating factors that drove China to see the
need for a transformation of their ideas and strategy for nation building and how
arts got to be part of the journey. There will also be a discussion of the major

western influences that had affected art making in China since.

In Chapter 3, we will discover the art activities in Singapore prior to and after
World War 2. In this journey, we will also discover how Singapore as a core
location in the Nanyang region benefited from the search for modernity that
would be relevant to China. The new findings among the artists from China as
they went about in search for the modern were cascaded to the artists here in
Singapore. Many of those artists from China also sought residency in Singapore
and dominated the art scene here. The idea of "Nanyang" epitomized the art
scene as the artists settle down in their new environment and painted with zeal.
We will briefly discuss the issues of finding a common thread linking the
‘Nanyang-style' of paintings in the attempt to theorize the ‘Nanyang-style,' as an
idea of an art category like Impressionism and Expression in Europe; or the

Avant-Garde Art of modern China.

In Chapter 4, the discussion will focus on the new approaches to Chinese-Ink
Painting practice in view of the unique geo-cultural position of this island-state.
In the last 50 years after Independence, there also have arisen a very fragmented
group of art practices that have exhibited local uniqueness beyond ‘Nanyang-

style'. Are we seeing the development of Singapore-style Chinese-Ink painting
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that we can eventually claim to be our own? We look at examples of those

paintings in this essay.

Chapter 5 will conclude the essay by bringing together the key thoughts and
impression in the Journey of Minds. The discussion will reflect on recent works
produced by selected Singapore Chinese-Ink artists that have demonstrated the
journey to a new milestone in the art history of Singapore. This includes both the
local expression of modernism and beyond also the idea of modernism in
Chinese-Ink Painting. In doing so, we can contemplate if the approaches to
Chinese-Ink Painting in Singapore is tending towards a likely category that we

can consider as having a Singapore identity.
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2. In Search for Modernity: The New Culture

Movement

A. The Motivation Behind the New Culture Movement

In 1919, Beijing University was where student representatives from thirteen
different local universities drafted a 5-points resolution for their demonstration.
That afternoon, students from different schools marched out from different
locations to assemble in front of Tiananmen to oppose the Paris Treaty of
Versailles. That was the beginning of the May 4th Movement or also known as

the New Culture Movement (#7 3 4Liz ).

The Chinese people were upset with the Treaty, which was drafted to end World
War 1. The treaty recognised Japan's claim to Shandong, which was previously a
concession area to the Germans3. That led to a huge display of nationalistic
sentiment on May 4, 1919. The Chinese rejected the Confucian system as they felt
that they needed a transformation through modernising China via western
science and democracy so that they could stand up against the western powers.

This led to an outpouring of nationalistic sentiment on May 4th, 1919 and hence

3 The term Beiyang (1t ¥¥) originated toward the end of the Qing dynasty, and it referred to the
coastal areas of Zhili (E ) at Liaoning, and Shandong are in the Northeast of China. The Viceroy
of Zhili held Minister of Beiyang's (At 5 K1) position. He looked after trade relations and
occasionally foreign affairs. The Beiyang government secretly ordered the Chinese delegation to
sign the Treaty of Paris.
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the "May 4th Movement" to reform Chinese culture through the adoption of
Western Science and Democracy were etched into the annals of Chinese history.
A strike in Beijing and across the larger cities of China among the students
erupted from the following day was joined by patriotic merchants and workers.
Students were arrested and Chancellors from thirteen universities called for the
release of a student from prisons. Cai Yuanpei, the principal of Beijing University
resigned in protest. It was a significant turn in Chinese history. Traditional
Chinese values from then were being challenged in public and the demand for

Chinese modernity became a national demand.

Prior to 1919, when Cai Yuanpei was still the principal of Beijing University,
many intellectuals of the days that had graced the hallway of Beijing University
including Qian Xuantong, Liu Bannong, Li Dazhao, Lu Xun, Shen Yinmo, Gao
Yihan, were professors of Liberal Art in the Beijing University. Foreign faculty
members included John Dewey from the United States, Bertrand Russell from the
UK, Paul Painlevé from France, and Max Planck, the founder of quantum
mechanics. According to 1918 statistical data, there were 217 faculty members
(including 90 professors), and 1,980 students (148 including graduate students).
Various societies were also established, among which the influential ones were
The Debate Society, Morality Advancement Society, New Trend Society, National
Magazine Society, Marxist Research Society, Journalism Research Society,
Socialist Research Society, Society for Civilian Literacy Lecture, Philosophy
Society and Music Society. Some of the publications that had considerable

influence in the public sphere were, including New Trend, Nationals, Young
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China, News Weekly, National Heritage, Mathematical Journal and Music

Magazine*.

There was also Chen Duxiu, editor of the radical journal, New Youth and who, in
later years, a founder of the Communist Party. There was Hu Shi, a leader of the
literary revolution and a key figure in introducing Dewey's ideas to China. Liu
Shipei and Huang Jigang, defenders of the traditional literary style and Gu

Hongming, a supporter of the autocratic monarchy>.

The legacy that Cai left in Chinese education policies and educational system
have been etched in the minds of the Chinese people diaspora all over the world.
For the Chinese artists, the fact that Cai had seen art with such high respect and
art was placed as a mainstream emphasis in the Chinese education system was a
tremendous recognition for artists as there were being considered as equal
intellectuals to their counterparts in the other academic disciplines. This brings
us again to that emotional moment in 1939 when Xu Beihong painted the well-
known portrait of Wang Yin, now entitled "Putting Down the Whip." In that
painting, it embodied the thought of Cai Yuanpei that forever changed the

direction of art education in China.

However, the journey of reformation was not a smooth one. There were the
feudalist rulers and warlords that needed to be ordered; and then, the Sino-

Japanese War was still raging on and the internal struggle of the Nationalist

4 “Peking University around the May Fourth Movement”, at Beijing University website at
http://english.pku.edu.cn/intro_PKUhistory_2.shtml (retrieved on 16 July 2018).

5 Zhang, Lizhong, “CAI YUANPEI (1868-1940)” Prospects: the quarterly review of comparative
education (Paris, UNESCO: International Bureau of Education), vol. XXIII, no. 1/2, p. 147-157.
©UNESCO: International Bureau of Education, 2000. p. 6.
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Party. There were campaigns and chaos. In all those struggles, artists were much
involved in the practise of their artistic skills to put up information and
propaganda so the Chinese people were kept informed, mobilised to action for

supports and struggles.
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B. In Search of Modernity

As early as the 17th century, the idea of prints and western concept of
perspectives (single point perspective) and the rendering of mass through
shading were experimented by Chinese artists but it was not until the 18th and
19th century that Chinese artists integrated those techniques more freely into
their practice, mainly in ceramics decoration and printmaking, for exports to
Western destination to suit their customers' taste. The demographic changes in
China and, particularly, in the commerecial city of Shanghai, where the search for
customers for their artworks was keen, and soon, saw their customers' base
shifted from the elites in the bureaucracy to the business community. An
extended range of imported pigments had by then been made available to the
artists and they were adopted enthusiastically. All those factors gave Chinese

artists the push required to adapt their techniques® 7.

There were also some small reforms introduced by the late period of the Qing
government, including the area of education in both Chinese and Western styles
in government academies from 1906 with the idea of training designers for the

production of craft products for export. Students were sent to the Tokyo School

6 Kao, Mayching, “European Influences in Chinese Art, Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries,” in “China
and Europe, Images and Influences in 17" to 18" Centuries” ed. by Lee, C.H., Thomas, (Hongkong:
The Chinese University Press), p. 251-266.

7 Ledderose, Lothar, “Chinese Influence on European Art, Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries” in
“China and Europe, Images and Influences in 17" to 18" Centuries” ed. by Lee, C.H., Thomas,
(Hongkong: The Chinese University Press), p. 222-224.
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of Fine Arts in Japan to be trained. The fall of the Qing dynasty brought about
changes in both the political system and an accelerated desire to change and to

modernise so as to enable China to go back to the forefront of nations.

By then, there were already Chinese artists traveling outside China on their own
expense to learn Western art concepts and techniques. Gao Jianfu (1879-1951),
Gao Qifeng (1889-1935) and Chen Shuren (1883-1949) studied in Japan and
were also active in the 1911 revolution8. The 1919 May 4th Movement and the
ensuing years saw the struggle between the idea of "total Westernisation" and
the vehement opposition to that view, was being distilled with the aim to
synthesise the best parts of both the sides: modernity with Chinese

characteristics.

After the success of the Revolution, the Lingnan School of Painting, closely linked
to the Chinese Nationalist Party (Guomindang) dominant in the early 20th
century after the fall of the Qing Dynasty was active in the Chinese art scene.
They, and in particular Gao Jianfu often included images of modernity in their
paintings and wrote texts that indicate their connection to the struggle of the

Nationalist government.

The Chinese Nationalist Party understood the value of art and art patronage. It
wanted to sustain their claim to safeguard the country's heritage and also the

glory of China's past history and that led the government of the day to allow

8 The Lingnan School of Painting, Art and Revolution in Modern China 1906-1951,
(http://www.lingnanart.com/lingnanschool-eng.htm. Retrieved on 19 July 2018.)
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some of its most important imperial treasures to travel to London in 1935 for an

exhibition there to raise the country's profile.

Another early 20th-century contributor to the modern art scene in China is Liu

Haisu (XI##3€, 1896-1994). In 1914, he established the first art school of modern

China: ‘Shanghai Institute of Fine Art' with his friends, Wu Shiguang and Zhang
Jinguang. He started coeducation and used nude models to teach paintings. He
was the first artist to do such things in China and caused much controversy.
People called him a traitor of the arts. His books: "Biography of Jean-Frangois
Millet" and "Biography of Paul Cézanne" were instrumental in introducing
western arts to the Chinese. However, he was supported by Cai Yuanpei, the
principal of Beijing University. In 1918, he began to teach at Beijing University.
Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Liu organized a number of national and
international exhibitions, traveling first to Japan and then Europe, where he

studied Western oil painting techniques®.

Paintings, sketches, woodblock prints, and the performing arts were different
forms of art that were used during the struggle of China to be freed from foreign
control and the political agenda to unite the country during the chaotic period of
the latter part of the first half of the 20th century. Lu Xun through his New
Woodcut Movement revived woodblock printing in the years between 1930 and
1940. He saw that woodcut could be an effective tool for propagating and

exposing the social inequalities of China. Drawing on the emotional intensity as

9 Michael Sullivan, Art and Artists of Twentieth-Century China, Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1996, 42-51.
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seen in German Expressionism, powerful black and white images with strong
angular lines were used to portray the hardships and sufferings that common
people were going through under harsh conditions. The idea of German
Expressionism in woodcut also caught the artists' interest, as that was
considered modern in art. This art form of woodcut printing was also introduced
to the artists in the Nanyang region, especially Singapore, which was popular in

the 1950s and 1960s.

A new genre of ink painting, particularly out from Shanghai, involving the re-
interpretation of the age-old literati paintings also emerged, led by Wu
Changshuo. With the abandoning of classical education, literati paintings
struggled to ally with the aspiration to modernize and to play a crucial part in the
various revolutions. Art and cultural reformations were actively discussed and

practiced during that era, as part of the New Culture Movement.
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C. Western Painting Concepts and Chinese Visual Art

Another key contributor to the Modernisation of the Chinese art scene was Xu
Beihong. In 1918, Xu Beihong was given a teaching position at the Beijing
University's Art Research Association. In that year, he presented a paper,
"Methods to Reform Chinese Painting." In the paper, he opined that Chinese
paintings needed modernisation. He proposed the introduction of Western
theories of art into traditional Chinese paintings and supported the idea that
Chinese paintings should reflect the activities of the people including thorough

observations of the subjects of the artworks in the natural world.

Xu went to France in 1919 to further his study. He attended the Académie Julian
and the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts under a government
scholarship. He also studied under Arthur Kampf who was President of the

Berlin Academy of Art, when he lived in Germany from 1921 to 192310,

In late autumn of 1925, while Xu Beihong was in his third year in Paris, funding
from the Chinese government halted. Through the Chinese Consul-General Zhao
Songnan (X4 F9) in Paris, Xu met Huang Menggui (¥ 7 =), from Fuzhou
Education office, whose older brother was Huang Manshi (¥ £ 1) living in

Singapore. Huang Manshi was a prominent community leader in Singapore at

10 Laj Kin Keung, Edwin, Wan Q.L.; Encyclopedia Britannica on “Xu Beihong”, (last updated: 15
July, 2018). Retrieved at https://www.britannica.com/biography/Xu-Beihong on 20 July 2018).
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that time. Huang Menggui wrote for him an introduction letter and encouraged
Xu to go and visit his brother in Singapore. Xu arrived in Singapore and became
close friends with Huang Manshi and others. Xu found firm friends in Singapore
and he made a number of subsequent trips subsequently there. His friends

sought painting commissions and helped him to organise exhibitions!1.

In 1927, Xu returned to China and continued teaching. He advocated strict
adherence to the teaching of the Western Academies. He began exhibiting his
artworks in China and Europe in the 1930s. After the Communist Revolution in
1949, he served as the President of the All-China Federation of Artists and the
Central Academy of Fine Arts. Surprisingly, Xu's inclination to the art form taught
in the art academies over the modernists' art such as Matisse and Picasso had
him concluding that modernists' art was evidence of the decadence of western
capitalism. While he was credited for the effort of art reformation in China, he

was, also, later criticised as a hindrance to the development of art in China.

Image 2 titled "The Three Stallions", demonstrates the use of a western concept
of perspective in a Chinese artwork painted by Xu. The Western view of
perspective recognised that parallel lines on an image plane projecting from an
object will converge towards a hypothetical vanishing point behind the object.

The scientific theory behind this view is that of projective geometry.

11 Cite speech by “Speech by George Yeo, Minister for Information & the Arts and Second Minister
for Trade & Industry, at the opening of the Exhibition 'Sojourn in Nanyang: Works by Xu Beihong'
on 26 Jun 98 at 6.30 pm.” (http://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/speeches/view-
html?filename=1998062503.htm retrieved on 20 July 2018).
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The photograph-like perspective is made possible by constructing pictures using
the Western Perspective Concept (refer to image 3, titled "Perspective

[llustration of a block with corresponding parallel sides on a plane."):

- Parallel lines (in object space/the real object) converge to a vanishing point

behind the image on the image plane from the observation point.

- The vanishing points for all horizontal lines, which is the edge of the block

lies at the horizon.

- A common vanishing point for all vertical lines behind or below the image on

the image place.

- If the image plane is parallel to any set of parallel lines of the object, then they
will appear as being parallel in the image plane. That means, the vanishing

point is at infinity (not illustrated).

The first written account of a method of constructing pictures in correct
perspective is found in a treatise written by the learned humanist Leon Battista
Alberti (1404 - 1472)12. This scientific approach to perspective enabled western
artists to create the illusion of perceptual volume and space, and such effect as

Anamorphosis3 and Ames illusionary effect.1*

12 william M. Ivins Jr, ‘On the Rationalization of Sight’, Paper No. 8, (The Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York, 1 938).

13 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=17IRUSrHmAQ retrieved 2 August 2018.

14 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gJ/hyu6nlGt8 retrieved on 2 August 2018.

24



In contrast, classical Chinese artists approached paintings (Chinese classical

paintings) differently. Cameron observed that: "The Chinese artist does not paint
his subject while observing it; he may walk in the woods, looking at the trees and
mountains, and then return to his studio to paint what his mind's eye remember.

He sees with his spirit or as the Chinese would say his ‘heart-mind'15”.

Image 4, titled "Court Ladies" is a Tang Dynasty era painting. The artist had used
a flattened perspective. The width of the far side of the table is wider than the
side nearer to the viewer. Itis as if the artist was looking from the far side of the
table, at the viewer or from the top. The lack of the western concept of
perspective gives liberty to the viewers to imagine and to interpret the painting.
However, the visual integrity of the plane is preserved in terms of the width
proportion of the lines regardless of distance. The suggestion of the object's
depth is also preserved by the parallel lines that do not converge to a point. Da-
Wei in his book wrote: "The Chinese concept of perspective, unlike the scientific
view of the West, is an idealistic or supra-realistic approach, so that one can
depict more than can be seen with the naked eye. The composition is in a ladder

of planes, or two-dimensional or flat perspective.16”

15 Cameron, Alison Stilwell, Chinese Painting Techniques, (Dover Publications, Toronto 1999), p.
21.

16 Da-Wei, Kwo; “Chinese Brushworks in Calligraphy and Painting: Its History, Aesthetics and
Techniques”, (Dover Publications, New York, 1990), p.70.
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However, in Chinese landscape paintings, we notice that the Chinese classical
artists do use the idea of atmospheric perspective in their artworks. This
painting (Image 5 titled "Gathering on a Spring Day" by Yuan Jiang) illustrates
the Chinese artist's use of atmospheric perspective in a landscape painting,
which is typical in paintings down the ages. By softening of edges, decreased
details of objects in a painting, placing the image higher in the entire image
frame and/or varying the dimensional proportion in the various mid and
faraway planes, as the image regresses into a distance can create an illusion of
depth. This method is used both in Chinese and Western paintings. In Chinese
landscape paintings, clouds are also frequently used to reduce the details of the
objects in the intermediate and the far away planes in the building. However,
objects consisting of parallel lines are still painted without any notion of the
concept of linear perspectives that Western paintings had used for centuries.
(Note the construction of the pavilion in image 5 where the back of the pavilion
seems visually longer than the front.) This is interesting because the pavilion is
the focus of the painting and also from which the narrative of this painting takes
its meaning. It is, as if the artist was part of those in the pavilion, experiencing
the beauty of the surrounding. The ability of the Chinese artist to use this
concept of atmospheric perspective effectively contributes to the poetic beauty

of the painting.

While the Chinese travelled to the West to discover a linear perspective, which
dominated Western painting until the end of the 19th century, Paul Cézanne
flattened the conventional Renaissance space in his paintings. The Cubists and

other 20th-century painters abandoned the depiction of three-dimensional space
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altogether and hence had no need for linear perspective. This is an interesting
exchange of direction, which perhaps indicate support of Charles Taylor's
Acultural Theory of Modernity, which assumes that the dissipation of traditional
beliefs implies that the different paths of civilization are bound to converge and
hence, modernity will consequently leads to all cultures looking the same, or
becoming one. This idea of modernity (in the singular) as a point of convergence

is imbued in the logic of acultural theory?”.

Another major contributor to Chinese Modernity in the area of Visual Art was Lin
Fengmian. Lin Fengmian (1900-1991), the founder of Chinese modernist
painting, went to France in1919 to study painting. He went to Ecole Nationale
Superieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris. It was round about that time when Xu
Beihong (1895-1953) made that same journey. He studied in the studio of
Fernand Cormon, where renowned painters like Vincent van Gogh, Emile
Bernard, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec were trained. While Lin advocated the
modernist's way of painting, Xu was in favour of the art of the art academies,
emphasising the importance of linear perspective deriving from projective
geometry. In fact, Xu saw the modernist's art as evidence of decadence of

western capitalistic ideall8.

Parisian modern art flourished in the 1900s. The post-impressionist period gave

rise to the many ways that modern art could be expressed. Meanwhile, the art

17 Taylor, Charles; “Two Theories of Modernity” in Alternative Modernities edited by Goankar,
Dilip Parameshwar, (Duke University Press, 2001), p. 172-175, 181.

18 Edwin Lai Kin Keung Q.L. Wan, “Xu BeiHong: Chinese Painter” in Encyclopedia Britannica (last
updated 15 July 2018), https://www.britannica.com/biography/Xu-Beihong retrieved on 7
August 2017.

27



academies were still thriving. It was at that time that Chinese men like Xu
Beihong, Lin Fengmian, and others arrived at the shore of France. To them,
realism was as new as the art of the modernists and they took up different views
and brought back to China their views of what the art of modernity should or can

look like.

Lin Fengmian returned to China in 1925 he became the principal of the Beiping
Vocational Art School, now known as the Central Academy of Fine Arts. In1928
he was appointed President of the National Academy of Art in Hangzhou. Those
trained in Lin's art academy included renowned modern artists like Wu
Guangzhong (1919-2010), Zhu Dequn (1920-2014), and Zhao Wuji (1921-2013).
Japanese soldiers destroyed many of Lin's early art-works during the Sino-
Japanese War. Later, more of his later works were destroyed during the Cultural

Revolution.!?

Image 6 (titled ‘Nude' by Lin Fengmian) is likely to have been completed in
around 1934. It is executed in the manner of Fauvism. Fauvism is the precursor
to Cubism and Expressionism. Leaders of the movement include Henri Matisse,
Georges Rouault, George Braque, Kees Van Dongen, and others. They drew
inspiration from works by artists like Paul Cezanne, Vincent Van Gogh, Paul

Gauguin, and Edvard Munch.

19 Michael Sullivan, Art and Artists of Twentieth-Century China, Berkeley and Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1996, 42-51.
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A dominant feature of Fauvism was the radical idea of separating colour from the
original object allowing it to exist on the canvas as an independent element. It
allows colour as an element in the art-piece to independently express the mood
as the artist’s desire, without having to be true to the original object. The forms
are also simplified and together with the colours take in the inherent flatness of
the canvas or paper surface so as to give a strong and unified impression that
each element of the painting plays a part in a piece of artwork. The element of

perspective is ignored in this art concept.

This painting (Image 6 titled "Nude") had not seen light after being completed
and was kept in Lin's studio for 10 years until it was found in the home of an
American buyer. Both the subject matter and the way the painting was executed

spelled taboo to the conservative Chinese Society during that time?2°.

Lin's painting style spanned between Fauvism and Expressionism. Expressionist
artists attempt to convey a turgid feeling by using exaggerated brushstrokes,
forms or colours. It is a powerful way to represent urgencies and urbanisations
and the forgotten individuals or societies amidst the energy and anxieties of

progress.

The Battle of Red Cliffs depicted in (Image 7) was a decisive battle fought during

the period of The Three Kingdoms in Chinese history. It was fought in the winter

20 Clunas, Craig; “Art in China”, (Oxford University Press, 2nd Edition, London 2007), p. 208-209.
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of AD 208 21, The allied forces of the southern warlords Liu Bei and Sun Quan
were on one side facing the huge military of the northern warlord Cao Cao. Liu
Bei and Sun Quan frustrated Cao Cao's attempt to conquer the land south of the
Yangtze River. It was a fiercely fought battle, which was important to the survival
of the southern warlords. That victory at the Red Cliffs gave Liu Bei and Sun
Quan control of the Yangtze region22. That also enabled the establishment of the
two southern states of Shu Han and Eastern Wu later on in history. Poems were
written down the ages describing that campaign (though there are different
interpretations of that campaign in history) and also often used that part of
history in Chinese poetry to infer the meaning of life. The precise location

remained uncertain.

Lin, in his painting entitled: "The Fiery Battle of Red Cliffs" (Image 7) used a red
background to invoke the fiery scene in the battle. Chinese masks painted in
simple forms were used to depict the various characters in the battle. The
painting evokes emotions of hostility, ferocity and decisiveness. The way that it
was painted is not typical of traditional Chinese painting though Chinese ink and
pigments were used on Chinese "xuan" paper and the motifs were all typically
Chinese. The flatness of the painting and use of colours, the masks representing
the different characters in the battle were western concepts of the painting from

the post-impressionism era. However, if we look at this painting, we noticed that

21 de Crespigny, Rafe (1990), “Generals of the South: The foundation and early history of the
Three Kingdoms state of Wu”, (Australian National University: Canberra, Internet Edition 2004),
p. 264. (https://openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au/html/1885/42048/gos_index.html
retrieved on 11 August 2018).

22 Ibid, p. 273
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Lin did not integrate all the Six Principles of Chinese Painting (the &4
Principles) that Chen Chong Swee strongly advocated in his teaching and his
practice of Chinese Ink Painting. It can be said that in this piece of artwork, Lin
had compromised the Six Principles of Chinese Ink Painting with Western
Painting Technique of Post Impressionism. (The views of Cheng Chong Swee and

Xie He's Six Principles in Chinese Painting will be discussed later in this essay.)
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D. Traditional Chinese-Ink Painting Concepts

As Chinese-Ink Painting developed over the centuries, theoretical proposals
were advanced for the appreciation and appraisal of the art form. The two

important concepts, usually considered are the Concept of Yi-Jing (&%) and the

Six Principle of Harmony in Chinese-Ink Painting (the &% Principles).

The concept of Yi-Jing (7=%%) in Chinese art (both in paintings and literary
works) has its origin from Chinese literature. Literally, Yi-Jing can be taken to
mean "the realm of meaning” (Yi: "meaning” or "idea" and; Jing: "realm" or
"sphere")23. Interestingly, this "realm of meaning" must be accessed beyond text
or image whether in literary works or visual art. Yi-Jing (7=%%) has to do with
the readers or viewers' active imagination and artistic experience in a piece of
literary work or painting: it is intricate, ineffable and yet imbued with meanings.
Yi-Jing (7=15%) is essential to Chinese poetries as well in Chinese artistic paintings.
Good poetries or paintings must have this criterion: Poetry in art and art in
poetry. (% & U155 )5H - a reputable painting must read like poetry).

The concept of Yi-Jing (7%%) was first brought up in a literary context by Wang
Changling £ E# (689-756). Wang was a prominent poet during the Golden Age

of Poetry of the Tang dynasty, which witnessed the consummation of the poetic

23 Yutang, Lin (BREEEL). (1987). Fakna [On translating poetry]. In 55 5 B AT (The Art of
Translating Poetry]. (China Translation and Publishing Corporation, Beijing 1987).
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genre in the newly established form jin ti shi #T / 4 #%5¥F ("contemporary-style
poetry"). In his "Principles of Poetry" ("Shi Ge" 5#4%), Wang Changling proposed
that poetry had "three realms" (san jing —1%): the realm of things (wu jing #%),
the realm of emotion (qing jing 1%4%), and the realm of idea (Z1%), and there
must be a harmonious interaction and cross-reference between the subjective
mind (xin) and the objective reality (jing) (in his words: chu xin yu jing, shi jing
yu xin J& /O 235, #4553 0). This concept of Yi-Jing had since been expressed in
different manners by scholars over the centuries to distil its meaning. Su Shi ff
#i{, also known as Su Dongbo 75 437 (1037-1101) expressed the idea using the
phrase 3% i € ("the meeting of realm with idea") and Jiang Kui %€ (c. 1155-

c. 1221) rendered his understanding as & 9 5%, 5 HH & or "there is scene in

thought, thought in scene" were two scholars among others Chinese scholars

who had addressed this topic. 24 25,

In the early years of the Republican Period in China, a well-known scholar, Wang
Guowei (E[B4f,1877-1927), adopted this idea of Yi-Jing as a standard for
critiquing literature. Wang Guowei grouped the three realms of poetry proposed
by Wang Changling into one realm called Yi-Jing. He wrote: "Concerning the
writing of poetry, what can fully express the author's feelings internally and

touch the reader to the heart externally are none other than two things, Yi (&)

24 Yanfang Tang, “Translating across Cultures: Yi Jing and Understanding Chinese Poetry” in
Intercultural Communication Studies XXIII: 1 (USA 2014), p. 189.

25 Zhang Bowei Wang, Changling (£ £ #?%) (689-756 AD). (1996). “55#% [Principles of Poetry],”

in 4= H AR5 #4 % [A complete textual analysis of the principles of poetry in the Tang and Five
Dynasties] edited by Zhang Bowei. (Jiangsu Ancient Books Publishing House, Nanjing 1996), pp.
172-173.
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and Jing (3%). The best work of poetry features the fusion of the two. Next, come
the ones that either excels in Yi (&) or in Jing (}%) respectively. In either of these
two scenarios, both Yi (i) and Jing (}%) must be present; otherwise, it would fail
to be called poetry. The two aspects of Yi (i) and Jing (}%) are often

intermingled with each other. The author can emphasize one more than the
other, but cannot abandon one for the other. Whether a poem is considered to be

of high quality depends on whether it has Yi-Jing (/5 3%) or whether its Yi-Jing (i3
87) is profound or otherwise. (3L 2 5, H N 2 LA M4 & LUK, &
“HFIMG. bR, SEEE, HRE AR, sCLE R, A —, AR LLE

o TR ASEAR, e IR EE, TANBEA PT W Bg . SO Z TAT, IR

z

\

2 A B LR TR £).7%° " While poetry expresses one's inner feelings, it

must also the capacity to affect others. In the best of writings, the two the two
components of ‘idea’ and ‘realm (scene)' are integrated thoroughly. He went on
to point out that if either is lacking altogether, then it cannot be considered as a
piece of good literary work (or painting)2’. He went on to coined the idea of

554 "aesthetic state or consciousness")” or “Yi-jing ("aesthetic idea")”

“lingjie (5%
to denote a complete aesthetic fusion of artistic ideas (or feelings) with a

concrete scene?8, This concept of Yi-Jing as a Chinese poetic concept is applied

faithfully into Chinese aesthetics; as a piece of good Chinese artwork is seen as

26 Nie, Zhenbin (54 xR), “F [B 43¢ 2 A [Aesthetic Thoughts of Wang Guowei]”, (Shenyang:
Liaoning University Press: Liaoning, China 1997), p. 156.

27 Yao-T’ing, Wang, “Looking at Chinese Painting” translated by the Stone Studio, (Nigensha
Publishing Co. Ltd., Tokyo, 1996), p33.

28 Adele Rickett, Wang Kuo-wei’s Jen-chien Tz'u-hua hua - A Study in Chinese Literary Criticism,
Hongkong: Hong Kong University Press, 1977, p. 23ff.
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the equivalent to a good poetry (% # 22 U155 7] - a reputable painting must
read like poetry). Chinese Poetry and Painting are seen to be intimately related
and inseparable in the traditional view of Chinese visual art. Yi-Jing is what
draws the viewer into the Chinese painting so that the viewer becomes part of

the painting narrative.

While Yi-Jing explained the concept of how painting should be viewed (and felt),

the Six Principles of Chinese Painting (43 & 757%) attempt to describe the visual
p g p

structure of a Chinese Painting. The Principles were established by Xié Hé. In his

preface to his book "The Record of the Classification of Old Painters" (i & /it $%)

in around 550 CE, he stated six points to consider when judging the quality of a

painting. Osvald Siren interpreted the principles as follow?2?:

Spirit Resonance (or Vibration of Vitality) and Life Movement
Bone Manner (that is, Structural): Use of Brush

Conform to Object to Give Likeness

Apply the Colours according to the Characteristics

Plan and Design, Place and Position (that is Composition)

The transit Models by Drawing (Copying)

The precise explanation of the Principles varies among art practitioners and art
history academics although there is a general agreement to what the Principles

require. In the original writing, each principle was stated in the traditional form

29 Siren, Osvald, “The Chinese on the Art of Painting,” (Schocken Books, New York 1963), p.227-
229.
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with four Chinese characters. Each Chinese Painting Period had interpreted the
principles in a way that suited them. Nevertheless, Chinese painting is still

unique and recognisable in spite of theoretical fluidity through the generations.

Chen Chong Swee ([%:5%5%f, 1910-1985) born in Shantou, Guangdong was

educated at Xinhua Academy of Fine Art, Shanghai. He painted in both using
Chinese and Western painting technique, though he majored in Chinese-Ink
painting. Chen saw Chinese-Ink painting as being synthetical in emphasising
spirit resonance and harmony instead of mere rationality. He still saw the Six

Principles of Chinese Painting (43 & 7~7%) as the basis for unchanging aesthetical

ideals of Chinese-ink painting?3°.

Both the idea of Yi-Jing' and the six principles of Chinese paintings are still
applicable to Chinese painting today. They are still taught in formal Chinese
painting classes and the Chinese Art Academy for the training of Chinese artists
and for the appreciation and appraisal of paintings. While the traditional
concepts of Chinese-Ink Painting are still considered valid for the appraisal of
modern Chinese artworks, the strict interpretation needs and has been reviewed
in the light of progressive and breakthrough in Chinese art practice. New ways
are needed to better assess and describe Chinese-Ink Painting as the genre

developed over time and the evolution of culture.

30 Chen Chong Swee, “A Diverse Discussion on Chinese and Western Painting,” in Unfettered Ink
ed. By Low Tze Wee and Grace Tng and translated by Chow Teck Seng, Goh Ngee Hui and Ng Kum
Hoon, (National Gallery, Singapore 2017), p. 15-16.
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3. The Journey of Minds and Nanyang

A. Arrival into Nanyang

By the early 20th century, Sun Yat Sen had established his Tongmenghui in
Singapore as its headquarters for South East Asia (or what would have been
known to the Mainland Chinese as Nanyang). Both Sun Yat Sen and Kang Youwei
had been to British-controlled Singapore to garner support for their political
activities back on the Chinese mainland to revive China as a respectable
sovereign nation. While the previous wave of Chinese immigrants were mainly
labourers and people from the business community, the, then, new wave of
visitors and migrants were intellectuals and patriots, who were concerned for
the survival of China. Among them were also visual artists like Xu Beihong, Liu

Haisu and performance artists such as Wang Yin.

Before 1950, the British colonists in Singapore kept a relatively quiescent
presence in the art scene on the island. This could be one factor for the reason
for the dominance of Chinese arts and Chinese art in Singapore. The following
charts give an idea of the activities of Chinese artists in Singapore, as early as

before the Second World War.
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B. Bringing Modernity to Nanyang

According to Zhong Yu's account in "Malaysian Chinese Art History by 1929,

there were already five private art studios operating in Singapore31. They were:

- Wei Guan Art Studio by Yang Mansheng opened in 1922 (later renamed Man
Sheng Art Gallery);

- Min Sheng Art Studio by Cheng Minsheng opened in 1923;

- Tan Mei Art Studio by Yang Zhiai opened in 1929;

- Ru Qi Art Studio by Zhang Ruqi opened in 1929 and

- Shi Quan Art Studio by Zeng Fankai also opened in 1929.

In the 1930s, Zhang Rugqi together with his brother-in-law opened another art

studio and was named Peng Te Art Studio. Zhong Yu also noted another six art

studios opened between 1930 and 1941. They were:

- Le Tian Art Studio by Liu Wencai;

- Xin Dao Art Studio by co-founded by Huang Zunsheng and Lin Ruozhou;

- Man Tian Art Studio by Lian Aitong.

- Tianshi Art Studio by Zhong Ming Shi (the studio was renamed after the Second
World War as Tian Shi Art Company);

- Kai Nian Art Studio Fu Yongnian;

- Jin Qi Art Studio by artist Wu Shushan;

31 Zhong, Yu (413), "Malaysian Chinese Art History 1900-1965 (3Pl 4 A 55 A 52 1900-
1965)," (Zheng Shan International Art Group (1E 111 [E x5 112 A4 H]) and Malaysia Art
Academy, Eastern Art Research Centre (5K P8 WV 2R 5265t R 5 AT T H10), Malaysia 1999),
p. 13.
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- Da Ying Art Studio by Xu Junlian and Lin Daoan;

Members of the alumnus of The Shanghai Academy of Fine Arts, Shanghai
University of Art and Xinhua Academy of Fine Arts was said to have met in
Singapore at a restaurant at Great World Amusement Park on 15 April 1935 for a
reunion. The idea of forming an art society germinated. At first, it was decided to
name it as ‘The Salon Art Society'. Lin Daoan and Xu Junlian were also tasked to
put to draft the idea of organising an art exhibition. At that time they also
restricted membership to the three art academies. Due to the strict requirement,

there were not sufficient members to form the society and the idea was shelved.

Those in attendance included: 217 11 Cai Zhuzheng, 2%z Li Yunyang, #RiE &
Lin Daoan, 7 i Xu Junlian, 5K {H77] Zhang Bohe, #A X Lin Tian, [%:F+°F- Chen

Shengping, XIZ&EE Liu Gongxi, 3475 J* Huang Qingquan 1 2=+ Li Kuishi.

They met for the second time at the same venue in that year. An agreement was
reached to enlarge the society's membership, and art lovers were sought from
Singapore, Malaysia, and other countries to be included in the membership list.
In the following year (1936), the Society was renamed as the Singapore Chinese

Artists Society. The Society was officially established on 20 January 1936.
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In that second meeting (which was dated 17 November 1935), i #s Tchang Ju
Chi, 5K % #% Zhuang Yiuzhao, /57§ Lu Heng, #i 3% Lai Wen Kee, &R & Gao

Zhengsheng and 5<% Chen Chong Swee were also in attendance.32

What was interesting about the early members of the Chinese Artists Society was
the fact that some of its members were exposed to the modernisation effort that
was happening in China. This meant that the artistic orientation of the Society
was unlike the form of Chinese classical art practice advocated by artists of the,
then, existing United Artists Malaysia. Members of the Chinese Artists Society
were already familiar with Western art forms such as the Realism of the Western
Art Academies and the Impressionism and Post Impressionism of Western
Modernism. Many of them were also inspired by the education policy of Cai
Yuanpei and his view on the importance of art education and communication
through art. There was also a fundamental change in terms of attitude and
appreciation of art in that art was not just an elitist activity, residing in the
domain of the rich and the famous. This can be seen by the activities that
culminated, following the establishment of the Chinese Artists Society, which

saw the rise of art institutions and art teachers in Singapore after its founding.

Further, in the area of art education, there was also increased numbers of art
lectures delivered by artists from Mainland China via cultural institutions and
schools and also over the broadcasting media. Chart 1 showed those art lectures

that were delivered between 1937 and 1941.

32 Information regarding the Society of Chinese Artists is found on
http://www.soca.org.sg/about.html (retrieved on 15 August 2018).
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Referring to Chart 1: Art Forum: between 1937 and 194133, The fact that the
speakers were renowned personalities and they took the time to speak in art
forums in Singapore testified to the fact that the Chinese in Singapore were
regarded as important participants in the struggle for the future of China. In

1937, the Marco Polo Incident (also known as the Lugougiao Incident & /#1553
#) sparked off the Sino-Japanese War. Subsequently, the war spread to other

parts of China and there were those who had to leave China for foreign shores.

The topics that they discussed can be divided into two large categories. Firstly,
there were those topics that discussed Chinese art development in the light of
modernity, Chinese and Western art principles and methods, the essence of
Chinese art and topics in terms of artistic development and techniques. For

example, Xu Beihong tended to emphasize Western Realism.

The second category was a group of topics focusing more on art education in
relationship to politics and character building. Weng Zhanqiu spoke on the topics
such as "The progress of War: Effect on Hope of Malaysian Chinese Youth" and
"Win the War, Build the Nation." Liu Haisu also spoke on: "Youth and Art" and
"Character Education". The objective was to encourage overseas Chinese to

support the War against the Japanese."

33 Yeo, Mang Thong; "A Study of the Artistic Activities during the Five years before World War 2"
in Essays on the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore (Singapore Asia Research
Institution CHTINOL M B 5T 4% 4%), 1992), p.161.

41



Referring to Chart 2: Art Exhibitions Statistics between 1937 to 194134 (before

World War 2), the chart divided those Art Exhibitions held from 1937 to 1941

into three categories. They were:

- The solo art exhibitions by Chinese artists coming from China.

- Thelocal artists and others. This group included all the art exhibitions
organized local institutions and artists living in Singapore.

- The solo art exhibitions by Western foreign artists.

The numbers of Art Exhibitions in Singapore during the five years before the war
took its toll in 1942 were consistent. In the five years, there were 50 art
exhibitions and 19 art forums. That was at least one art activity per month. The
statistics also showed a significant difference in terms of the number of art
exhibitions held between the Chinese and Western artists during this period of
Singapore history. This could probably suggest that that influence of Chinese

artists were more dominant compared to Western art influence.

According to The Singapore Government Press Release (ZMC/0OCT/16/77),
reporting on a speech given by Ow Chin Hock, Parliamentary Secretary (Culture)
at end NTUC seminar,3> the transient population of Singapore estimated 600,000
in 1931. Male immigrants seeking fortunes here dominated the demographic
movement. By 1937, when the Sino-Japanese War broke out, immigration

escalated. Between 1931 and 1947, the population rose by about 500,000 and

34 Yeo, Mang Thong; "A Study of the Artistic Activities during the Five years before World War 2"
in Essays on the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore (Singapore Asia Research
Institution GHINE A 9T 2% 2%), 1992), p. 157.

35 http://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/data/pdfdoc/och19771010s.pdf (see p. 2, retrieved
on 21 August 2018).
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another half a million between 1947 and 1957, bringing the population to 1.46

million by 1957.

We can see from Chart 3: Solo Art Exhibitions by Artists from China3¢, that most
of the art exhibitions held by the Chinese artists were shown at the Chinese
Chamber of Commerce. This could suggest the Chinese artists had a strong link
with the Chinese business community in Singapore, who in turn were likely the
main sponsors for their art activities. The Chinese community was passionate
about the political condition in China and they were zealous in their effort to

support the rebuilding of the Chinese nation.

The frequent themes adopted for the art exhibitions had to do with the topics of
the Sino-Japanese War, which was, then, being waged in China; and supports for
the Chinese army and refugees. The exhibitions were well attended and some
exhibition had even a visitor-ship of up to 20,000 visitors. The Chinese media
were very supportive of the exhibitions with extensive promotions and reports
being made. The local literati community would also compose prose and poetry
to complement the artists and their works. Those art exhibitions had also
introduced the western communities to Chinese paintings and Chinese views of
the arts. A distinctive feature of these exhibitions was that the organising
committee would work very diligently to engage the support of the business

community through the purchases of artworks, of which the funds collected

36 Yeo, Mang Thong; "A Study of the Artistic Activities during the Five years before World War 2"
in Essays on the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore (Singapore Asia Research
Institution CHTINOT M B 7T 522%), 1992), p. 167.
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would go to the support of the various refugees' relief funds. That was a very

emotional aspect of those art exhibitions.

The patriotic spirit of the Chinese artists from China was something that must
have been instrumental in stirring the passion for the arts and art education in
Singapore during that time. They also knitted a strong kindred spirit between
Chinese artists from China and Chinese artists in Singapore, which is still evident
till today. We still see the various art societies in Singapore going to China and
vice versa annually for exchanges in art views and art appreciation by organizing

exhibitions, forums, and outdoor painting trips.

All those efforts put in by the Chinese artists from China during 1930s to 1940s
saw many successes in art exhibitions and art forums. Those efforts were also a
motivational force for the establishment of Chinese art studios, the Singapore
Chinese Artists Society and the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, which signified
that the Chinese community here had begun to grasp the importance of art and
art education, not so much as a luxury but a discipline of the mind and a way to
express the innermost feeling and desire of humanity as advocated by Cai

Yuanpei.

Chart 4: Art Exhibitions by Local Institutions and Resident Artists (1937-41)37,

shows that there were altogether 31 art exhibitions organised by local

37 Yeo, Mang Thong; "A Study of the Artistic Activities during the Five years before World War 2"
in Essays on the History of Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore (Singapore Asia Research
Institution CHTINI LA 7T 2% 4%), 1992), p.169-172.
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institutions and resident artists between 1937 and 1941. The first art exhibition
organised by the Singapore Chinese Artists Society was held in 1936 and
thereafter, annually. Those five exhibitions held before the War consisted of a

colorful combination of Chinese and Western paintings; a feast to the eyes.

Then, there was the annual local Inter-Schools Art Exhibition that was organised
by St. Andrew's School beginning in 1936. Richard Walker arrived into Singapore
in 1923 following his graduation from the Royal College of Art, London (1920-
23), where he was trained in Mural painting. His task was to prepare students
taking art papers in the Cambridge Examinations and to train Art teachers. He
also began classes for Malay-speaking art teachers. He contributed much to art
education in Singapore. The well-known water-colourist, Lim Cheng Hoe was
one of his students. Walker was very active in the local art scene and became Art

Superintendent for the Schools in Singapore.

Francis Thomas had joined St. Andrew’s School in 1934 as a tutorial staff after
attending interview in London. He was closely associated with the School and
became the School’s principal in 1963 till 1974. He was taken away as prisoner-
of-war during World War 2. He survived the War and returned to the School as
Housemaster in 1947. In 1937, St. Andrew's School Sketching Club was
established, when R.K.S. Adams was the principal of the School from 1934-1955.
It was that year that St. Andrew’s School organised the first annual inter-school
art exhibition. Francis Thomas’ involvement of the visual art in St. Andrew’s
School and Singapore also led him to be a founding member of the Singapore Art

Society and Chairman of the Inter-School Art Competition from 1949. Hence, at
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that time the interest in western painting, especially in watercolour was getting

popular among the schools with the arrival of those British art educators.

From the chart, we can also see that the local Chinese community were also
concerned with the political and social situation in China. The kindred fire that
warmed the hearts across geographical borders burnt with the same zeal among
the local Chinese and the Chinese arriving from China. Art Exhibitions were also
used as a mean to raise funds for refugee relief and to support the fight against

the Japanese in China.

By 1941, just before the War, according to Yeo Mang Thong's record, there were

already three art societies established and six art educational institutions. The

three art societies were:

- Singapore Art Club i3 3& AR {H &, (which held one art exhibition
between 1937 and 1941.)

- The Singapore Chinese Artists Society #7 I3 432 AR 5T 2> and

- Singapore Commercial Art Society &£ AR EHH 57T

The six art educational institutions were:

- Angelic Fine Arts Institute (Kf# 3 R%%[x) founded by Zhong Ming Shi (#1'1%
t): Graduated from The Fujian Normal University (1% . =45 M %
EElk).

- White Heron Fine Arts Institute (1% 32 K=%[x) founded by Lin Zunde (#1%

fi): Graduated from 3% SM& B K76 AFHL
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- North-West Fine Arts Institute (7 3% R 2%Ft) founded by Jiang Xiuhua (YT
754€): Graduated from Japan Culture University (H A& AL K222 AR R Hlk).

- Westlake Fine Arts Institute (P43 K *#Fx) founded by Deng Qiyi (XS 2)
and Chen Daju (FRiZH).

- Meng Yasigen Fine Arts School (G HEWTAR 35 AR 22£7) founded by Russian

artist, Meng Yasigen.

- The Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (Fd 735 AR L £} 54%) founded by Lim Hak

o

Tai (#kK2%): graduated from The Fujian Normal University (48 &4 3/. i5 %5 )

T3 lk).

Additionally, Zhong Yu recorded existence of another art educational institution
founded by Lin Youfei (#£%F &) in 1929 named Rose Art Institute (¥ ¥ 2. Fi)38

Leading Chinese foreign artists and art educators chose Singapore to be their
centre of influence in South East Asia stamped from the fact that there was a
concentrated population of Chinese people to whom they could relate to and
share their concerns both in the education of art and also the concerns of the
events happening in China. The strategic geographical location of Singapore
would be another factor. Singapore served as a stopover hub for many traveling
to India and Europe. Furthermore, many early Chinese migrants had already

settled in Singapore by that time and they had family links in China. These are

38 Zhong, Yu (1), "Malaysian Chinese Art History 1900-1965 (3Pl 4 A 55 A 52 1900-
1965)," (Zheng Shan International Art Group(iF L1 [E friX i1 Z A%EH]); Malaysia Art Academy,
Eastern Art Research Centre (5K 78V 2R 2 [t 7= 5 SR 7 1 400), Malaysia 1999), p.34.
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some of the contributing reasons why Singapore, by before the Second World
War had already an active art scene and was a centre for the propagation of

Chinese art in South-East Asia.

What was more exciting was the fact that, by then, Singapore was updated with
the latest knowledge of Chinese Art development in China through the visits of
artists and art educators from various part of China. It also can be argued that
the entry of Western modern art into Singapore could well be attributed to those
Chinese artists and educators who came to Singapore with zeal and willingness
to share, to teach and to update the overseas Chinese with the progress that

China was going through.

In the evaluation of paintings, there are, at least, two aspects to assess. There is
the objective and the subjective aspect. The objective aspect includes those art
principles and skills that artists need to acquire, to execute his works
professionally. Historically, Chinese scholars had prescribed the skills and
principles of paintings required for the art practise and the assessment of
Chinese artworks. Those principles are used as a standard to measure the quality
of the painting in the first instance: assessment by the trained eyes. Then, there
is the subjective aspect of painting, which is the idea. Ideas will differ due to the
preference of the artist, art connoisseurs, and the masses that may be coloured
by their exposure to art and worldviews. After having acquired the skill-set to
paint and having understood the principles of art making, the artist continues his
journey by translating his ideas into images. His journey should include the

refining and maturing of his ideas so that his artworks can be like a stream of
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living waters that can refresh the world around him. And artists living in
Singapore, painting with Chinese ink had the benefit of learning their skill from
authentic teachers, without having to go to China, where it all started. Having

acquired those skills, the story of Chinese painting in Singapore continues.

The dawn of the Second World War saw a halt to the blossoming of the art scene
in Singapore as people suffered much in the hands of the Japanese invaders. Lim
Hak Tai (#£%%°K, 1893-1963) was born in Amoy, Fujian in 1893. He was
educated at Fuzhou Provincial Art Teacher's Training College and Amoy Art
Teacher's College. He arrived Singapore in 1937 at the outbreak of Second Sino-
Japanese War and taught painting at The Chinese High School and Nan Chiau
Girls High School (now Nan Chiau High School) for a year. In 1938, he was
appointed as the first principal of the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts. Nanyang
Academy of Fine Arts was closed during the war years but very quickly Lim Hak
Tai re-opened the school at 49 St. Thomas Walk with 30 students, 40% were

international students in 1946.
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C. The Art of Nanyang

In this section, we will pay a brief visit to what is popularly called the ‘Nanyang-
style' of paintings and the definition of “Nanyang-ness”. I not attempt to solve the
issue arising from the use of the terminology. Instead, we will raise this as an
issue to be further researched, as part of the journey from the search of
modernity in China to the Modern Painting of Singapore. The Nanyang artists,
referring to the artists from China that had taken residence in Singapore and had
contributed much to the modern art scene of Singapore should not be forgotten
in the journey of Singapore art development. Besides acknowledging their
contribution to our art history, it is also important to register their roles and
their works in the art history of Singapore in the same light as the Impressionists

and Expressionists in European art history.

So, where is Nanyang? Nanyang (F§ V¥ South Sea) is a very Sino-centric word that
was used to describe the countries that are south of China, mainly refers to the

Southeast Asian countries, just as Xiyang (74 7f Western Sea) meant the Western
nations and Dongyang (%<} East Sea), referring to Japan. Nanyang has been, in a

way, important to China in that Nanyang has been the recipient of 3 mass
migrations of Chinese people, with the first in 1644, when the Ming Dynasty fell.
The second wave of migration was in the early Qing dynasty period when the

people were escaping from the oppressive rule of the Manchurian emperors and
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the aftermath of the Taiping Rebellion (X~ X [Ei2 7)) and the third being first
half of the 20th century when Chinese arrived in Nanyang in search of work in
the rubber plantations and tin mines in Malaya due to the chaotic state of their
nation, as a result of being engaged in wars against aggressors while attempting
to resolve internal politics. The flow of immigrants increased during the Sino-
Japanese War period when starvation became rampant. They also came to work
as laborers in the Singapore Go-downs, a warehouse development, especially

along the Singapore River.

The idea of "Nanyang" was shaped through centuries and crystallized to the
present form by the early 20th century. When Zhenghe (K F1) sailed to

Southeast Asia and South Asia during the Ming Dynasty, those voyages were
termed as "Zhenghe went down to the Western Sea (KA1 T P4 7E)" although

neither Southeast Asia or South Asia was in the western seas as the Chinese

knows it today.

Another Chinese phrase that was synonymous in meaning to Nanyang (7 7¥)
was Nanhai (F474). Both phrases meant the South Sea (although some would
distinguish them: to mean ‘sea’ and ‘ocean’ respectively). Nanhai, can also mean
the South China Sea, where many Southeast Asian nations reside. Also, there was
Nanhai County (Fd##%%), a former county in Guangdong Province, China, named
after the South China Sea. Now, Nanhai District, is a district of Foshan,
Guangdong, China. Kang Youwei in many of his calligraphies styled himself as the

"Sojourner of Nanhai (F4i#¥i7 \). He was born in the Nanhai County in 1858.
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Wang Gungwu (%), an Australian historian of overseas Chinese descent,

who studied and wrote about the Chinese diaspora, thought that the word
‘diaspora’ used to describe the migration of Chinese from China gave the wrong
impression by suggesting that all overseas Chinese are the same. He pointed out
that the term ‘Nanyang' was first used in the early 14th century by the scholar
Chen Dazhen (4 _K%E) in his work in Dade Nanhai Zhi (K15 i &, 1279-
1307).39 40 It contained the record of the maritime activities in the Southern

Ocean during the Reign of Dade of the Yuan Dynasty.

By the time, Sun Yat-sen ({42 1l1) set up his headquarter in Singapore in 1905. It
was obvious that his headquarter was meant to coordinate the effort to support
the Chinese revolutionary cause in Nanyang. Nanyang was touted as the "Mother
of the 1911 Revolution” (F§ VM A SEAF Z 54 2 £F)*41; which saw the collapse
of the Qing Dynasty and the emergence of Sun's regime. Sun saw that the
Chinese Diaspora in British Malaya, Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia, and
Philippines (the Nanyang region) could be tapped to help support and fund the

struggle as many still had emotional ties back to their kin in China.

3OBRRGR, EEESN; " RAE R SR A" edited (%) by | M T ERBEZ R SHAE, RN
RO RRAL, [ s E S, 1994).

40 R ft g i 26 o ) R R o 44 R (nttp:/ /www.world 10k.com/blog/pdf/303-320.pdf,
retrieved on 30 August 2018.)

41 1j Jianli, "Writings on Sun Yat-sen, Tongmenghui and the 1911 Revolution: Surveying the Field
and Locating Southeast Asia" in Tongmenghui, Sun Yat-sen and the Chinese in Southeast Asia : A
Revisit, edited by Leo Suryadinata, (Chinese Heritage Centre: Singapore, 2006), p. 97-98.
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The term ‘Nanyang' was in common use by that time of the early 20th century.
Kwok Kian Chow recorded that: "...Relative to the visual arts, literary activity of
Singapore Chinese migrants had an earlier beginning with the publication of
Xinguomin zazhi (#7 [E &5 5E), the associate magazine of the daily newspaper
Xinguomin Ribao ([ [ H#Rk)in 1919. By the