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MESSAGE

When the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts was established in 1938, its
principal Mr Lim Hak Tai had the vision in setting objectives for the school to
call for “a fusion of the culture of the various ethnic groups” and “an art form
archetypal of the tropics and creation of a Nanyang Style”.

Nearly all of our pioneer artists such as Yong Mun Sen, Tchang Ju Chi, Kao
Fei Tse, Huang Pao Fang, Wu Tsai Yen and See Hiang To were graduates of China's
Fine Art schools or art academies in France. Artists who arrive here later from
China, including Cheong Soo Pieng, Chen Wen Hsi, Chen Chong Swee and Liu
Kang began to depict the landscape, flora and fauna, and lives of the Nanyang
region.

In 1952, Liu Kang, Cheong Soo Pieng, Chen Wen Hsi and Chen Chong Swee
took a painting trip to Bali and other islands of Indopesia. Thereafter, they
spurred a new art movement which integrated the technigues of Chinese ink
painting and Western art to explore the Nanyang identity in pictorial form. This
new aesthetic exploration later developed into what is now known as the Nanyang
Style Painting. Numerous artists inherited this style both in content and form,
among them, Georgette Chen, Lee Boon Wang, Chua Mia Tee, Lim Mu Hue,
Choo Keng Kwang, Foo Chee San and Lim Yew Kuan. In 1985, an exhibition
titled “Nanyang Style Art Exhibition” was held at the Nanyang Academy of Fine
Arts.

Since the 1990s, the local art scene entered a period of international cultural
interaction, and many artists turned to Installation Art and Performance Art.
The Nanyang Style seemed to have suffered a decline; few talked about it, and
fewer still create art in this style. This is of concern to me. It is accepted that as
time goes on, art must develop to keep abreast with international trends. But
the development of art cannot be without historical and heritage context. Today,
as Singapore strives 1o attain its ambition of becoming a global arts city, we
should not discard the fruition of our predecessors, which is an art form entirely
of our own.

This art exhibition organized by the Society of Chinese Artists seeks to
rekindle the passion in Nanyang Art Style and to re-examine the relevance of
this style in the contemporary art world. This is indeed a timely and courageous
endeavour. | sincerely hope that this exhibition would revive interest in the
discussion, exploration and identification of the direction of the artistic

development of our country.
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MESSAGE

Sixty five years ago when Mr. Lim Hak Tai founded the Nanyang Academy of
Fine Art, he already realized that the Nanyang region, being located in the tropics,
enjoy ample sunlight and is blessed with scenic views. Hence he proposed, among
other objectives of the fine art school, the development of a Nanyang Style.
‘Thereafter, several pioneer artists followed the guidelines by capturing snippets
of local life and bright scenes in the landscape, forming a trend in this style.

Yet, because we are located at the cross-roads of the East and the West and
Singapore is an open society, diversity is also reflected in the painting scene.
With a rising popularity among the young for modern art, the Nanyang Style
inevitably suffers a decline.

Looking round, we discover that the arts of many countries feature unique
ethnic characteristics so that, at a glance, it is easy to identify their background.
For the same reason, if we are not to be overshadowed by others, our artists
should preserve our own characteristics.

To me, it seems that only art with an unique Nanyang flavour can carve a

niche for Singapore, not modern painting, ink painting or Jap

0il, watercolour or ink are merely mediums and means of artistic expression,
which we can make use of to achieve our creative aims.

The Society of Chinese Artists is a leader in our art history and has made its
impact in leading the art trend of Singapore. It is indeed excellent timing for
them to organize an art exhibition featuring art of the Nanyang Style. | hope
that they would be able to revive the glory of the Nanyang Style through concerted

efforts.
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FOREWORD

In the 1930s, a batch of Chinese artists who brought with
them techniques in Chinese and Western paintings, migrated
to Nanyang to take root and spread the seeds of art. With
great passion, in different styles and various media, they
depicted the landscape and people in their background. Thus
were sprung the seeds of “Nanyang-Style Art”. In 1935, Tchang
Ju Chi, Yong Mun Sen, Chen Chong Swee and others founded
the Salon Art Society (former body of Society of Chinese
Artists). Three years later, art educationist Lim Hak Tai
founded Nanyang Academy of Fine Art and proposed six
educational principles which feature a strong Nanyang-Style
art flavour. Under the concerted efforts of Mr Lim and others,
the Nanyang-Style Art grew from strength to strength.

A rich tropical ambience, a multi-racial society and a
location as the cross-roads of East and West all combined to
nurture the artists and provide the fertile soil on which the
artists in this Art Style thrived.

In the 1950s, four pioneer artists Cheong Soo Pieng, Chen
Chong Swee, Chen Wen Hsi and Liu Kang traveled to Bali in

search of a new source of inspiration; together they opened

B

ignorant as doing the work of a rag-man. At the same time,
group after group of explorers, armed with the latest high-
tech equipment and material, set up artworks through which
they vent their inner feelings to the public, oblivious to their
ability to make sense of such works. Can their work be called
“Nanyang Style”? What exactly is “Nanyang Style"? Is it a
thing of the past? Do we want “Asean Art” or a "Lion City
flavour”?

Have we accomplished the admonition of the late pioneer
Lim Hak Tai and the assignment he had given us to “Fuse the
essence of the art of masters of the East and West, grasp it
thoroughly and from it, cull what suits the Nanyang social

envi best; study art

ly by way of education,
s0 as to derive a distinctive Nanyang Style"?

A distinctive art style is formed very gradually and
naturally by a mix of one’s background, experience, level of
culture, thinking and feelings. It may change as one grows
older with the deepening of cultural cultivation. Even school,
and regional style may, following the influence of history

and tradition, change in step to the evolution of the culture

another door for the art world. Since then, countless
of artists from Singapore and Malaysia flocked to this art
village with endless charm. Working with media and materials
from the East and West, they created a body of glorious work
and captured the beauty and eternity of the universe.

In time, the slanting coconut trees on the sandy ground,
the atap houses in the kampong which braved rain-and-storm;
the murky Singapore River spotted by swaying tongkangs, the
coolies and their "spring boards” had all disappeared. In their
place are modern high-rise buildings; everything had
changed, and the passionate artists couldn’t help feeling
regretful and displaced. Faced with rapid social changes; the
impact of high-tech products, modern art currents and harsh
realities, has the “Nanyang-Style” art wither from lack of
nutrients?

Today, batch after batch of artists still take to Bali and
other remaining “treasured spots”; like thirsty travelers they
eagerly seek out the fast-disappearing scenes, track down the
colorfully-garbed Balinese, marking the tranquil and scenic
dreamland with their foot-prints - only to be teased by the

NANYANGism

of o . In the early beginning, the * g-Style Art”
was like tiny rivulets which, after meandering through endless
mountains, absorbing countless tiny streams, have converged
to become a river. Has this river grown into a multi-hue “River
of Nanyang-Style Art” tainted by the touch of the diverse hues
of verisimilitude?

Once again I've revived interest in the unresolved issues
about Nanyang-Style Art, which provides the motivation for
the publication of the collection of works and the
organization of the forum. The aim is to open the field to
more members to participate in this activity and discuss with
us subjects which still puzzle us. We did not reject works that
emanate a little Nanyang Flavour. In addition, works of some
other members are not exhibited this time for various reasons.
Hence this exhibition is not representative. Still, we have tried
our best. It will be cause for celebration if this endeavour
can attract more fellow artists to join our line of the “New

Nanyang-Style Art”.
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The Waves TAN TEE CHIE

The Definition of

Nanyang Style

Stilt SHUITIT SING

by Tan Tee Chie

Make-Up LIMMU HUE

The meaning of the word “Style” (feng or fengge) can be
a reference to a certain style in the context of culture, for
example style of attire, or a style of certain local flavour. The
phrase “Nanyang Style” (Nanyang feng, Nanyang fengge)
obviously refers to an art style, a mode in art. Other

prominent examples are Impressionist and Post-

Impressionist Styles.

In fine arts "Nanyang Style” encompasses painting,

sculpture, dance, music, calligraphy, drama and others. The

term “Nanyang” is used by mainland Chinese to refer to the
expansive region south of the South China Sea, which
includes Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Burma,

Malays

Singapore, Indonesia, The Philippines, or maybe
even Australia. Strictly speaking, it refers to their neighboring
countries such as Vietnam, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore and
Indonesia. “Nanyang” does not exist in the vocabulary of the
Malays or Indians. It has become a recognized term among

the Chinese population of Singapore and Malaysia. The

Chinese have settled here for generations and are fully
immersed in the customs and practices, social problems and
living habits of the native people of this area; there is no
question of their being deeply engrossed in the “Nanyang
(Life)style”.

“Nanyang Style” may be traced back to Malaya in the

1930s. It was an era that saw the flood of immigrants from



mainland China to Malaya (Singapore was then part of
Malaya, a British colony). There was no lack of artists
among the immigrants who, for the sake of livelihood,
worked for the newspapers and occasionally drew
illustrations and drawings for special sections of these
newspapers. To reflect local interest, they created works
that exude a “Nanyang Style”. There were some oil and
watercolour painters too, chief of them Tchang Ju Chi from
Singapore and Yong Mun Sen from Penang. Tchang Ju Chi
studied art in France and painted snippets of the Malay
community. Tchang's style was influenced by Gauguin,
one of the representatives of Post Impressionist Style,
particularly in his skilled use of color and composition.
Yong Mun Sen, a watercolourist, was fond of painting the
ubiquitous cannas and coconut trees, fishing villages and
boats. | remember Mun Sen'’s solo exhibition held in a
room on the second floor of John Little in 1948. | went
there to view the show twice; the paintings were not large
ones but concisely painted and powerful; and the colours
of dark brown, dark blue and green gave these pieces a
distinct tropical flavour. Tchang and Yong were the best-
known Nanyang-Style artists of the time. In 1936 after the
founding of the Society of Chinese Artists, the number of
“Nanyang Style” artists grew, featuring in the 1940s, Chen
Chong Swee, Liu Kang, Chen Jen Hao, Xu Xiaofeng, Shui
Tit Sing, Cheong Ming See, Chong Pai Mu, Lim Hak Tai;
the 1950s, Cheong Soo Pieng, Georgette Chen Li Ying,
Chen Wen Hsi; the 1960s, NAFA alumni such as Guo
Yichu, Xu Dongliang, Lim Yew Kuan, Tan Tee Chie, Foo
Chee San, Lim Mu Hue,, Lai Foong Moi, Lu Jiewen, Chong
Cheng San, Wong Nai Kuan, See Cheen Tee, Tan Chor Tee,
Poon Lian and the 1970s, Tan Kee Sek, Tan Kian Por, Lee
Boon Wan, Gog Sing Hooi, Chan Chiaw Teng, Hua Chai
Yong and Leo Hee Tong. They are artists who have worked
in the Nanyang Style either for a stint or persistently, and
have helped enhance its popularity.

A major landmark in the history of the “Nanyang Style”
in the 1950s must be the month-long trip to Bali in 1952 by

pioneer artists Liu Kang, Cheong Soo Pieng, Chen Chong
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At The Show CHEN WEN HSI

Mending The Net CHEN JEN HAO



