IT HAS been a painful decision in-
volving the sacrifice of some personal
memories.

But the family of the late artist
Chee Kiang Siong eventually donated
12 oil paintings by their father to the
National Heritage Board (NHB).

These works are full of family his-
tory: They include a self-portrait of
the artist in his"40s, portraits of family
members and a picture of their old
family home in a kampung in Pung-
gol.

But the Chee family made the sac-
rifice to the national collection be-
cause of the “historical value” of the
paintings. Says Mr Choey Kwok
Cheong, 68, the fourth of the late art-
ist’s five children: “Although we were
reluctant to give up the paintings, our
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family decided that the works deserve
to be seen by more people instead of
being cooped up in our home.™

So they contacted the NHB to
look through their father’s works and
pick those that were of historical val-
ue and in good condition.

Chee was born in China’s Guang-
dong province in 1910. He moved to
Singapore in his teens, after some
brief travel in Vietnam, in search of a
better life.

He specialised in portraiture in oil
and pastels, and opened a studio here
during the Japanese Occupation paint-
ing portraits of the Japanese and oth-
er wealthy people in a time when pho-
tography was not available readily.
His business folded after the occupa-
tion, and he moved into painting post-
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Capturing family memories

ers for the Shaw Brothers studios
from the 1950s to 1980s.

These posters, unfortunately, have
not survived well. Many of them have
been destroyed by termites. Some of
the remaining ones are in poor condi-
tion and are kept in Mr Choey’s
home.

Chee died of a heart attack in 1993
at the age of 82. He is survived by
four of his five children. His eldest
daughter died in 2005.

His eldest son, Mr Choey Kwok
Won, 71, is paralysed from a stroke.

His second son. Mr Choey Kwok
Kay, 70, has inherited the artistic
gene and is a Chinese painter and cal-
ligrapher in the United States.

Chee’s youngest son, Mr Choey
Kwok Chor, 56, is a graphic designer.

Mr Choey Kwok Cheong, a
part-time consultant with three chil-
dren and two granddaughters, remem-
bers his father fondly: “He was an af-
fectionate man and a good father.”

He recalls that his father used to in-
vite their family and friends to their
kampung home in Punggol for week-
end gatherings. The artist would con-
duct live drawing sessions using his
pals as models while the children
swam and played games.

Possession of Chee’s works is split
between Mr C hucy and his brother in
the US.

Says Mr Choey. “Hopefully, there
can be a father-son exhibition for my
brother and my father. We hope the
NHB can loan our father’s works to
us when the time comes.”

Seemg beauty in everyday life

BLAST
FROM THE
PAST: Wu
was adept il
at capturing o
nostalgic {
scenes.

THE photographs of the late Wu
Peng Seng feature rare snapshots of
Singapore history from as early as

The landscape photographer, who

was awarded the Cultural Medallion
in 1990, captured nostalgic scenes of
everyday life from the 1940s and
1950s, such as fishermen going out to
sea and samsui women at work.
His family has donated
20 of his prints to the
National Heritage
Board estimated to be
worth $100.000.

Eleven of the
black-and-white prints
are dated, and go back to
© 1949 The rest are undat-

ed. The photographs in-
clude an idyllic scene of
fishermen at sea in Wait-
ing For The Tide (1949)
and a winsome picture of a
Malay woman with a basket
in Kampong Maid (1959).

Wu's family decided to donate the
pictures because they feel the Singa-
pore Art Museum can take better care
of them.

Says Mr Goh Kah Wuang. 50, the
youngest of the late photographer’s
five children: “I'm sure the art muse-
um will be able to preserve and take
care of the photographs. We don’t
have the same resources.”

‘Wu was born in 1913 in Shantou,
Chaozhou province in China, and
moved to Singapore in the early
1950s. Before moving south, he had at-
tended an art school in Shanghai but
dropped out because of World War I1.

He was a self-taught photographer,
reading extensively and studying pic-
tures in exhibitions.

In 1956. he opened Tiong Bahru
Studio with another well-known Singa-
pore photographer, the late Lee Lim.
It closed down in the 1990s and the
spacc was taken over by another stu-
dio called Darkroom.

Wu retired in 1978 but the dichard

shutterbug continued to travel over-
seas to shoot travelogues.

Over the years, he won man
awards for his photography, both local-
ly and in salons in Europe and the
United States. In 1960, he was one of
the few Smiapureans to be awarded
the Fellowship of the Royal Photo-
Eraphlc Society in Britain. Wu died of

ver cancer in 2006 at the age of 89.

His youngest son, Mr Goh, a direc-
tor in a multinational companv, re-
members photographic outings {o the
Botanic Gardens during his child-
hood. His father would ghoto aph
his children, together with the birds,
bees and greenery.

“My father was very passionate,
and travelled all over for his art. He
certainly travelled more than his chil-
dren " says Mr Goh.

He also remembers his father as
someone who found beauty in the
most mundane of places.

“Once, my father showed us a pic-
ture of a tree with a lone bird against a
blue sky. It was very beautiful. We
were so surprised to hear that he took
it from our bedroom window.”

I'hey are on exhibition at the Singapore Art Mu-
seum until April 27

The other half went to the Museum of Overseas
Chinese in Jiangmen City in Guangdong, the prov-
ince where the artist was born.

Madame Au Yue Pak, 67, a committee member
of the clan association and a personal friend of
Hoong, says he was a self-taught seal-carver.

She says: “When I went to his house to tidy up
after his death, we found more than 1,000 books on
seal-carving and arts magazines. He loved reading
and learnt from these books.”

Born Hu Shaohong in China, Hoong came to
Singapore at the age of 17 1o earn a living.

He did odd jobs at various places, including a
Chinatown market and Changi Airport, while nur-
turing his interest in seal-carving, which he did as a
}Cl‘(l)z‘ijxl;% making seals for his friends and relatives in

a.

He eventually enrolled in the Department of
Chinese Painting at the Singapore Academy of
Arts in 1960, but did not pursue Chinese pamtmg
after he graduated. Instead, he concentrated on per-
fecting his craft in seal-making.

His big break came when he carved a seal for
the then Minister of Finance, Dr Goh Keng Swee,
who signed and imprinted his seal on the Orchid se-
ries of Singapore currency in 1970.

The seal he carved for MM Lee in 1967 was pro-
pelled into the limelight in 2003 after it was
snapped up by an anonymous bidder for $400,000
at a Sotheby’s auction.

Madam Au remembers her friend as a humble
and reserved man.

She says: “We value his works very much now,
and we want to share his
legacy with the next ~
generation.” <

SELF-TAUGHT:
Hoong studied
Chinese painting,
but his interest
was seal-making.




