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Tracing the evolution of Chen Wen Hsi's works

Tracing the evolution of
Chen Wen Hsi's works

By PARVATHI NAYAR

THERE'S a good chance you
“own” a Chen Wen Hsi without
realising it. Take a look at the $50
note in your wallet: the palr of
magenta-coloured gibhons scam-
pering across the eurrancy note
wire painted by the late artist,
who ks recognlsed as one of the
founding fathers of modern art in
Singapore.

The eriginal painting of gib-
hons can be seén in an ongoing
show titled Coneergences: Chen
Wen Fisi Contennial Exhibition at
the Singapors Art Mussam
(5AM]). Bub of course, Too G-
bons amidst Vines {e. 19R0s)
would cost considerably more
than your $50 bill; a Chen of that
gize would easily fetch around
S20,0ed ta £30,000 in the mar-
ket, says SAM curator Low Sze
Wee, who put together the cen-
tennial show.

From concept 1o opsning. thi
show ook two wears; aboul a
third of the 123 warks on display
are [rom SAM's collection, the
riest lpaned from institutlonal and
private eallestors. Together, the
wiorks represent over six decades
af Chen's artmaking, and are val-
wed at more than $9 million.

Chen Wen Hsi (190-1%91).
who was born in Shantou in
Guangdong provineo. trained at
the Shanghai Art Academy in the
late 1920s, and came to Singa-
pore in 1949, Onee he settled
here, he made & profound impact
on Singapore's art scone s an
artist who worked with the tradi-
tions of East and West: as a teach-
ar at Insthiiutions such as the Man-
vang Academy of Fine Arts (1950
to 1959 and of future Singapar-
ean artisis such as Thomas Yeo
and Earl Lu; as a gallerist whio ran
two art gallerles. Mr Low says:
“Chen i one of the most skgnifl-

cant Singapore artists of the 20th
ceniury, who ploneered new
ways of making art that was both
modern and lscal ™

The centennial show is hung
thematically in four sections, b
you discern a rough chronobogical
progression as well, in how the
artist's wark evolved,

In the first sectlon, Tradifion,
the influences of particular
atybeafartists from the history of
Chinese painting can be seen —
such as the sparse brushwork
and asymmetric compositions af
Bada Shanron in a work like Hirds
on & Kook, While -in his squirre]
serios, wo st how Chen took on
board the style of an artist like
Kugu but transformed and made
it his own.

Gibbons, incldentally, were a
favourite subfect; 14 of them star
in the largest work on show, a
Chinese ink painting commis-
sioned in 1977 that was hanging
in the lnbby of the Central Provi-
daent Fund building,

Though he started painting
gibbons in China, it was in Singa-
pore that he first saw — and
owmed— an actual glbbon.
© "M had all kinds of animals
from gibbons to squirrals,” re-
membsrs Lam Pin Foo, a retired
lawyer and callector of local art,
who has 20 Chinese brush paint-
ings by Chen, some handpicked
by the artist whiem he kiew per-
sonally, Chen “really enjoyed
showing us his miniamure zoo
which he kept in his backyard™,
hix adds,

There ks also a sectlon devoied
ts Chen's works in the finger
painting traditlon, & minor part of
the artat's cerrre but *'one which
contribated to his fama', accord-
ing to Mr Low.

Interestingly, 10 such paint-
ings by Chen have beon donated
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by Vivien Goh to the Next Chapter :

community services, to raise
money to help rehabilitate ex-
prisoners. Arthur Phua, prison
counsallor and pastor, savs that
Next Chapter ks looking for buy-
ars, preferably someons who will
buy all the paintings together for
ahout $1 040,000,

In the exhibition's second sec-
tinm — ILijfe — hangs The Ferry, an
oil painting of a Balinese boat-
man, It is the exhibition's best
ropresentation of Chen's contri-
bution to the so-called Nanyang
School af painting. :

This Sehool — which in fact
encompassed many diffsrent
styles — came into prominence
after a painting trip to Bali-that
Chen took with three fellow, art-
Ist5 im 1952, in search of fresh in-
spiration: the results woern pres-
ented in the seminal Pletures OfF
Boli nxhibition the following year.

The Ferry, part of that show,
was acquired by S5AM [for
S360,000 at & Sotheby's auction
last year, creating & new record
for am oll work by Chen (his works
usually sall for habween 510,000
and $200,000), But if you are sar-
prized that the Manyang style is
only a footnote in the current
show, the curator explains that o
Chien. it was not a defining aspict
of his oerrre,

Frapare 0 ba surprised far-
ther by thie third section. Mxplora-
iR, In it way, itis thi most dis-
concerting part of the show — the
winrks are |:ih:nr|1.||'|:|.k u:rj_ﬂ.ll'lhll’! of
many different stybis and media,

But this is an impartant repre-
sentation of how Chen — like
many South-cast Asian artists of
thi time — responded to modern-
ism in the Waest: ot i.'.lllL-l‘:vl!pIIJi-L".].',
st as a visual buffet fram which
1.'h.-|::,.' conald pick and choosae siylis-
tic alomaonts, ' -
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Unique style: The Ferry is the show's best representation of Chen's

contribetion to the so-callmd Nanpang School of pairting

A “resolution” o our puzzhe-
ment awails in the last section,
aptly titled Syrehesiz [t features
only Chen's later Chiness brash
paintings; one wall js dewated to
cranas, another to lndscapes,
and in them you see & progression

“from #he objective to & more sub-

Jective Interpretation,

Apparantly the artist himsel
once remarked that he was no
longer palnting cranes from na-
ture, but from his mind.

“It 15 his innovatlons in Chi-
nese brush painting that earns
Wen Hsi a place in ari history,”
naties Mr Low, “Thens B growing
international recognition of the
contribution of artists who lelt
China prior to 194% and contin-
ued with thelr modernist art prac-
thees In places like Singapore from
Ahe 19508 onwards. Museums In

China are increasingly recognis-
ing the contributions of artists lke
Chen as important 20th century
flgures in recent discussions
about modern Chinese art."
Chen brought the modern way
af thinking and YWestern art —
such'as distorticn from Cubism or
the expressionistic colours of
Fauvism — Into brush painting.
But beyond the experimentation,
he synihesised these elements of

East and West into & style of his |

own that ks also quintessentially
“Singaporean’,

Chen Wen 5l Centennind
Fxhibltion, Singapors Art
Musepm. Wl April 8. 2007 [0am
to 7o dally, Admizston ot 85
and 52, 50 (corcession), Extended
howrs and free admizsion on
Fridays from & to 9pm,




