*Arts

Edited by Kevin Kwong kevin kwongasomp.Lom

Publication:
Date:
Headline:

Sunday Morning Post

April 27 2008

A little horseplay

Seventy years after his last exhibition in Singapore,
Chinese artist Xu Beihong’s works are reaching out
to a new audience, writes Clara Chow

A little
horseplay

J peneration of students in
Simgapore read about
k Xu Bethongand the
& magnificent, spirited

homses he painted in their
stutckard Chinese-languoge
textbooks. Now they have the
chanee to see up chose what the big
s nbout Xu - 70 years after his
last major show on the iskand.

Close to 100 warks by the modem
Chinese master artist (11#95-1953) are
on show at the Singapore An
Museem {SAM) until July 13, Tided
Xu Bethong in Nanyang, the
exhibition is jointly mounted by the
SAM and Beljing’s Xu Beihong
Musestm, and focuses on the artist's
avitput sndd fricndships during his
sojotrns 1o Singapore, Maliya and
Inselia before the secomnd workd war

Insured for USE50 million, the
edhibited works come from public
and private collections from the
mainkind, Horg Kong, Taiwan,
Canads, Singapore and Malyysta

Bilksd s 4 blockbuster, the
show's poster-work is Put Don
Yiear Witip (19 44cm-high,
shem-wide oil painting that feiched
115$9.2 million at a Sotheby's
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Xu Beihong's Standing Horse (1953, top]
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street play of the same name. The
exhibition opens with Skase and
Lo, which fetched 15$6.9 million
at Christie’s Honjg Kong in
November 2006. This 1924 oil,
painted when Xu was 29, is based on
thye Ruman story of thie lion which
refused to attack a slave who had
nemoviad athom from its paw. Apan
from the classical subject matter, the
corposition is also reminiscent of
the intriguing light and shadow- play
of Kenaissance masiers.

Exdting the exhibition, visitors ane
confronted by the eplc 1940 ink
painting, The Foolish Man Who
Removed the Mountains, which
pans ot fike s comic strip, evecative
ol both Greek herabe nudes and
miythical figures from Chinese

por Low Sioe Wes says Nt
constantly sought 1o reinvent
China's art, pushing its boundaries
with new technicques and
international sesthetics "During the
1950, 60 and 70x, China sowa lot of
tical turmioil, Artists thiere didn’t
ve the space to prctise modem

art, like abstraction and realism. It
wars really its artists overseas who
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The

‘Man Who Removed the Mountains (1940, above)

Singapore, India, Penang, Kuala
Lurnpur and Ipoh, meeting
harninaries such us poet
Rahindranath Tagore and leader
Mahatma Gandhi, and helping 1o
raise funds for war relief effons
in China.

Such was Xu's influence in the
early 20th-century Chinese ant
scene, thit many of Singapon's
pionecring artists such as Chen Wen

[Xu was] larger than
life, and took an
active interest in art,
love and life. And we
can be inspired by a
person like that
w&s‘nn‘v‘u‘:.:uralw"
1. L Man Fong and Chen Chong
Swee saw him as a mentor or worthy
poer. Low says many of them
subscribed to his advocacy to closely

ebserve nature and inject realism
nto Chinese

anly appear in 10 pe W
paintings and drawings on display.

s

The musenm limited the horse
paintings toa few representative
exmmples to show off Xu's range.

Passion = and a whiffof
salnciousness - can be found in the
show's contents. Portrait of Mis
Jenny, a 1939 ol painting on loan
from a private collector, shows a
woman tna cheongsam seated Ina
rttan chair with a quictly
challenging look on her face. Dne
can only wonder at the relationship
beetween her, a Cantonese dance
hostess, and the then-vice-consul of
Belgium to Singapore, who had
commissioped the painting o
pleased was hewith Xu's work that
e held an unw
the completed portrait.

More moving lsa draft of a love
fetter wriiten by the amist himsell
Around 1939, Xu hod made clear his
intention m beave his first wile Tiang
Hiwed for one of his art students. Sun
Duoci, But Sun's pants opposed
their marringe and packed her off
Lishastin Zhefiang province. In his
desperate missive i Sun, while he
pcth visit to Singapore,
uwrote: "1 am filled with anguish..
Ultimately, you are still a coward
When | debve the oot of the
matter, your sudden love, no matter
how pas ate of true, can only be
described as ephemernl as the

were sought after by patrens and admirers

reflection of the flowes in the mimor
or the moan in the waler

He ends with poetic resignation:
“Omce b i, m mended bowl will
not help matters. | retum ko my
feselinigs this time last year. Since
cannot have what was not meant for
me, then its denial cannot be
considered a loss.”

Commenting on the alhure 0f K
{0 yOUngeT grne of
goerswho may ot be familiar with
him, curator Low siys: T viewers
were 10 read upon him, dig deeper
in1to his story and thoughts, then
theywould discover a person who
was deeply charismatic. Very warm.
very romantic, langer than lile, and
whi took an active interest in ar
Joveand life, And we can be inspired
by aperson like thar.”

The subtext that runs through
this ode 10 Xu's mastery, however,
s that of patronage and its
relationship with art, On one level,
thie SAM show s a showcase of Xu's
creations in the reghon —-works
which might otherwise have not
existed without the sanctuaries and
benefactors hie found on his travels.
Eight items in the show,

belonging o the family of Lo
Cheng Chuan, a friend o Xu's in
Penang, have never boen publicly
exhibited before.

The show wes mooted four yean
ngp, after Singapore’s Minister
Information, Communications and
the Arts, Lee Boon Yang, met the
second wife and widow ol

Amaong e 25 povile colleaun
whi eventually agreed to lend their
works, the Lob family took some
persuading io temporarily part with
pieces from their collection. Fora
year, the curators made phone calls,
sent faxes and wrote (o the patriarch
Loh's sons with their reguest

“Wie were very patient, kept
caling and asked them how we
could address their concems.”
Low. “It was perseverance, withi
being pushy. And they saw that we
justwanted to present the work with
no ulierior motive.”

The curstor recalls seeing an ink
painting of a sick borse during a
meetirig with Loh Sum Min, the
youngest san of the elder Loh (who
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nces of Xuj

e firss unrodled it. | was

Juist. ‘Wow?” Trveasn't the horse

salniting, [t was very sober-looking, |

knew it was something very special.
Unilike Xu's other honses - which

adopted herole stances and were

s symbols of the bakd,

Sick Horse

pesilient Chinese spirit - Si
161 1 |

g
wiruggdes of lifie and death, okd age
nd sickness, asked Xu to make an
exception and paint the ailing
unimal for him. The latter acceded.
alluding in an socompanying poem
1o honw the sick horse is 1 metaphor
far his difficult years in Europe s a
strugling painter.

I o written message, Xu's
cicdow calls the show an
i her hushand’s efforts to
hips and promote
hange between China

exhitition will evoke fond memonies
in Singaporeans of those: times. and
they will great enjoyment
Froatn the ety of these works ™




