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Practitioners of
Chinese ink painting
are breathing new
life into the art form
in Singapore

AkshitaNanda

Arts Correspondent
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artist, Leon Yeo, who trained at
Nanyang Polytechnicand The Glas-
gow School of Art, chooses to paint
Chinese ink on tissue paper, rather
than traditional rice paper.

Yeo, 31, also uses acrylic to do cal-
ligraphy.

“People are interested in innova-
tion,” he says, adding that he has sold
the acrylic calligraphy work and is
working towards his first solo exhibi-
tion. He has been featured in group
shows at Art Stage Singapore 2015
and youth arts festival Noise Singa-
pore 2016. He also offers some of his
Chinese inks for sale on the curated
online platform The Artling.

Chinese ink is a family interest for
Yeo. His maternal grandfather col-
lected Chinese ink paintings and did
i Yet, he became inter-

Is the art of Chinese ink painting a
washout in Singapore? Only a hand-
ful of young artists seem to take to
the traditional art form, but art
watchers say these 20somethings
and 30somethings have just begun
to explore what this medium can do.

They include students and alumni
from the Nanyang Academy of Fine
Arts (Nafa), featured in the school’s
ongoing exhibition Perceptions —
Chinese Ink At Nafa, who exhibit
more than Chinese ink landscapes
onscrolls.

Lee Ju-Lyn, 35, who is doing a
diplomain fine arts, has chosen a tra-
ditional subject, lotuses, but painted
themin Cubist forms. Her most strik-
ing work in the show, however, is an
installation of calligraphy practice
papers mounted onredshelves.

She left a full-time job in human
resources and rejoined academia to
study Chinese ink because she
wanted to reconnect with her
roots. At the same time, she does not
want to be restricted by convention.

Similarly, another practising ink

ested in it as an art form only while
doing a diploma in visual communi-
cation at Nanyang Polytechnic, and
later while completing his bachelor
of arts degree from The Glasgow
School of Art in collaboration with
the Singapore Institute of Tech-
nology.

Why not earlier? At O levels, the
focus was on Western art, he says.
He still does more still life in the
Western style than work derived
from Chinese ink.

Over atNafa, educators say that in-
terest in Chinese ink painting is small
compared with thatin Westernart.

Apart from the full-time diploma
infineartsand bachelor's degree pro-
gramme, Nafa's Centre for Lifelong
Education enrols about 1,000 stu-
dentsin Westernart certificate cour-
sesinayear. Only about 50 to 60 take
up Chinese calligraphy and the same
numberin Chinese ink painting.

Perhaps students shy away be-
cause Chinese ink techniques are
much harder to grasp, says estab-
lished ink painter Quek Kiat Sing.
The 46-year-old is also exhibiting at

Student Nur Hikmah Mohamed Tahir is exhibiting her work, We Are More Than
Our Veil, at the school's ongoing exhibition, Perceptions - Chinese Ink At Nafa.

Perceptions and teaches at Nafa's
Centre for Lifelong Education.

An award-winning artist who
trained in Western art before turn-
ing to Chinese ink, she says: “Just
mastering the skills and techniques
takes a long time. How to hold the
brush, how to load the ink - I can
show students that every lesson
and, still, they will have forgotten
the skill by the nextlesson.”

Ink painter Hong Sek Chern, 50,
also cites Singapore’s English-speak-
ing environment as a reason for the
decline of Chinese ink’s popularity.
Poetryand calligraphy become more
difficult when one is less comfort-
ablein thelanguage. “We don’t speak
Mandarin that well in Singapore. I'm

so-called bilingual, but I have to rely
onadictionary when Iread.”

‘ANafa alumnus, she taught at the
school from1999 to 2006 and recalls
years when not a single student
signed up to specialise in Chinese
inkpainting.

Part of the reason is also the global
art environment, she says. There are
just not that many residencies or
scholarships around the world for
Chinese ink painters, which means
fewer opportunities for students
whowant to establish themselves.

Recognising this, Nafarecently re-
vamped its tertiary-level curricu-
lum to ensure that students do not
merely study one specialisation, as
in Hong’s time. Students doing Chi-
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INKPRACTICE: EXPLORING
NEW POSSIBILITIES

WHAT: Artistsin the Perceptions
exhibitiondiscuss ink painting,
followed by the launch of Hong
Sek Chern's book on the subject,

nese ink have to try other practices.

Currently, there are fewer than 10
tertiary-level students at Nafa spe-
cialising in Chinese ink.

Interestingly, not all are Chinese.
One of the most promising names is
Nur Hikmah Mohamed Tahir, or
“Emma”, a 23-year-old skate-board-
ing, hijab-wearing ink enthusiast
whose work We Are More Than Our
Veil melds Arabic calligraphy witha
self-portrait in Chinese ink.

It brings on the immediate ques-
tion: Why is she, a Malay artist, do-
ing Chinese ink?

Nur Hikmah has heard these
words so often, she is tired. Like
any artist, she says she is “attracted
to ink painting principles such as

Students
majoring in
Chinese ink at
the Nanyang
Academy of Fine
Arts include
(from far left)
Lee Ju-Lyn,
Ernest Seah
Chien Soo and
Ho Seok Kee.
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the techniques of brushstrokes,
compositions and handling the wa-
ter density with the ink to get per-
fect strokes and smudges”.

A generation of mid-career
artists before her also started with
traditional ink landscapes and cal-
ligraphy, then moved on. Quek and
Hong incorporate ink into collages.
Award-winning ink painter Tay
Bak Chiang made almost Mondrian
shapes of ink and also paints colour-
ful canvases.

Artist Yeo Shih Yun has won much
praise for her series Conversations
With Trees (2011), silkscreens de-
rived from tying ink brushes to
trees; and, another two years later,
Robotic Love, where she tied ink
brushes to robots which then moved
around paper placed on the floor.

“Idon’t see myselfas a Chinese ink
artist,” says Yeo, 42, who trained at
Lasalle College of the Arts here and
the San Francisco Art Institute. “I'm
an abstract expressionist who just
happens to use Chinese ink.”

Coming generations of Singa-
porean artists may also focus on ink
as a medium, she thinks, rather
thanits cultural context.

The market for contemporary Chi-
nese ink is small in Singapore but
will grow, says Ms Helina Chan,
founder of iPreciation art gallery.
She represents artists such as Tay
and also ink masters from China.
“For Chinese to appreciate Chinese
inkis quite instinctive,” she says.

Nafa student Lee has sold some of
her ink paintings to collectors in
their 20s and 30s. “At first, they
couldn’t understand it, they
couldn’t read it,” she says. “When I
explained the words, they liked the
meaning and bought them.”
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