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tive extabition betwech the Singapore
Art M\Hulm and the Xu Beihong Mu-
seum in Beijing.

e show here is a landmark one
on many levels:
> Xu is widely considered the father
of modern Chinese painting. His work
is highly sought after and some paint-
ings in the um have never been seen
in public before
>No overall value was available on
the 90 precious items at the exhibition
~ artworks, letters and vases — but just
two paintings alone, Put Down Your
Whip and another caled Slave And
Lion, are worth over $20
>Xu's works depiot scenes of Singa-
pore and portraits of movers and shak-
ers on the local pre-war scene;
> One, Portrait Of A Young Lady, is
of Christina Lee Balsara, said to be
one of Singapore’s most beautiful
iomen in the 1930s. Madam Balsara
is now in her 8

"Fhe show. called Xu Beitiong In
Nanyang, is on until mi

One art expert, Yang NSbia- ¥i, 37,
who is guest curator at contemporary
Asian art specialist Ode to Art Gal-
lery, enthused: “The exhibition recog-
nises not just the importance of this
Chinese master, but also explores the
importance of Singapore as a place
for writing the history of modern Chi-
nese art.”

Indeed, Xu painted Put Down

Singapore in 1

Your Whip while on a visit to Singa-
pore during the turbulent third dec-
ade of the last century.

He was inspired by a street play of
the same title, about a father and his
daughter forced into exile by the Japa-
nese invasion of China

The life-size woman holding a red
scarf in the painting was a Chinese ac-
tress friend of Xu’s, Wang Ying. The
title of the painting speaks of the pain
inflicted by the Japanese invasion.

Put Down Your Whip (144 x
90cm) - said to have been bought by a
private collector ~ topped the provi-
ous record for a Chinese oil painting
of US$6.9 million paid for Xu's 1924
work, Slave And Lion, at a Christies
sale in November 2006. Slave And Li-
on is also on display at the museum.
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PICTURE OF POISE: Christina Lee Balsara next to a painting Xu did of her in

Xu, born in China’s castern Jiang-
su province in 1895 and who died in
1953, is best known for his ink depic-
tions of galloping horses and for com-
bining Chinese and Western influenc-
es in his art.

He was one of the first Chinese
painters to master both traditional ink
painting and Western academic-style
oils.

His work also includes calligraphy,
ink on paper, charcoal drawing and ex-
perimenting with established styles.

The works for the exhibition were
sourced from the National Heritage
Board Collection, the Xu Beihong
Muscum in Beijng and privte colle-

ks well as Singapore, they also de-
pict scenes from South-cast Asia and

shows her seated on a wooden chair with a
calligraphy work in the background.
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distinctly remembers it took three sittings.
“1 dressed up for the painting, wearing

Madam Balsara was the first wife of
Cathay Organisation founder Loke Wan
Tho. She later married entrepreneur Dadi

one of my favourite dresses at that time,”
i

Balsara,

meeting a few more times.

India.

In fact, the show’s name — Xu Bei-
hong In Nanyang ~ emphasises the
Southeast Adian aspect of some of
his works. Nanyang is a Chinese term
referring to the Malay Archipelago
and Indonesi;

Xu i belioved to have spent over
three years in Singapore at different
times. Between 1939 and 1942, he
stayed in Singapore, Malaya and In-
dia for as long as three years.

One exhibition painting bound to
be a talking point is the portrait of
Madam Balsara. Xu had asked her to
pose for him.

She was the first wife of Cathay Or-

anisation founder Loke Wan Tho,
S0 later married enireprencur Dadi
Balsara, who is said to have named
the famous Singapore Airlines Singa-
pore Girl perfume after her.

Before World War II broke out,
Xu also received portrait commissions
and the like from patrons in Singa-
pore and Penang.

He secured portrait commissions
from philanthropist and businessman
Tan Kah Kee, noted architect Ho
Kwong Yew and local war hero Lim
Bo Seng’s father Lim Loh, some of
which are in the exhibition.

ontinued on facing page

In a phone interview with Life!, Madam i 1940, but seeing it at the exhibition here
Balsara, who is now in her 80s, recalls that  this time was different.
she met Xu at a party and they ended up

She did get to see the finished portrait

“Coming face to face with the portrait
again makes me feel rather ancient.

NOT only Xu’s rich variety of
styles s on display at the ¢
tion in Singapore ~ there are

limpses of his colourful love
ife on show as well. It includes a
letter he wrote to a student,
Sun Duoci, whom he was
involved with while still
married.

The relationship is believed
to have started aruun
when his marriage to his
second wife Jiang Bower began
to fall apart, The rocky marriage eventually ended in
1943. However, his involvement with Sun was not
smooth sailing either — it was marked by anxiety,
torment and pain, before ending in 1939. This is evident
in a letter Xu penned but never mailed to Sun, and
which can be seen at the exhibition. Part of it reads:

“... L received your letter, which was unlike any of
your other letters in the last eight to nine years. I was
50 stunned that I lost my wits... Although I could not
stop crying, I comphed with your wishes and wrote this
final long let

Sti, % went on to marry another student,
20-year-old Liao Jingwen, in 1943. He was 48. In 1953,
after his death, Liao twmed their residence and his
entire collection of books, calligraphy and pamlmgs
into a museum, of which she is the director.







