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Headline: Playing to the gallery
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The best The quirky

Life! takes a sneak peak at the top
five works in the national art
collection. They are now worth more
than $100,000 éach, and might well be
yed in the new National Art
Gallery when it opens in 2012. Can't
‘wait till then? They are on show at the
Sng;wn’ Art Museurn in Bras Basah
cad,

Master painter Chen is credited as one

of the key icons of the Nanyan
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‘What: Artist & Model: 1954
2 Whe: Liu Kang

Acquired: 1959
Ploneer paifiter Liu went on a seminal
expedition 1o Bali with fellow artists

Cheong Seo Pieng, Chen Wen Hsi
and Chen Chong Swee in 1952, and

shows Chen Wen Hsi painting a
Balinese sitter. It s revolutionary in
its 'use of bright, flat eolours which
recall French artist Henri Matisse's

r;m IW&I\[ of batik paintings. Liu
d in 2004 at the age of 93.
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artist, who is anmwr of i
literature, painting and culpmmﬁmgm
iranslated the D.H. Lay

Iwrence. of
the same title into’ Chinese at the top

of the work. Below is a work with
detly execated dabs of eolous o show
the ever-changing form of the
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CONSERVATION

It's five years before crunch time, but folks at the Heritage Conservation
into restoration work on paintings and

Centre are already d

artefacts - getting ready for the National Art Gallery’s opening in 2012

“THBTES: 5 SR LUAN, ALAN LIV
PAINSTAKING: Laying out a paiminuo be restored are (clockwise from bmurn lel!l senior conservator Lawrence Chin,
conservation officer Anthony

Adeline Chia

AATS AEPORTER

N THE outside, the Herit-
age Conservation Centre
u s ,

nondesc y
glass building looks right at home in
the neighbourhood of factories and
warehouses there.

But what treasures are Stored in-
side. It houses artworks and arte-
Tacts for Singapore’s three national
m

wsenms.

At the top floor, three painting
conscrvators are busy making edu-
cated gnosses. They are trying fo fig-
ure out which art works are |lk¢1\lm
g0 on display at the National Art
Giallery wher 1t opens i

3 is 1o idenlify the paint-
ing3 cary a0 they can be restored

And because a gallery director
has not yet been appointed to de-
cide what works go.inta the gallery,
they have started on their ownL

e team is banking on paintings

from Singapore’s ploneering artists,
such as Chen Wen Hsi, Cheong Soo
Pieng; Georgette Chen and Liu
Kang, who depicted lacal subject
matter with a blend of Chinese and
‘Western influences.
Other choices include the works
of prominent multi-disciplinary art-
ist Tan Swie Hian and painter Tho-
mas Yeo, known for his distinctive
abstract stylo

Mr Lawrence Chin, 39, 4 senior
conservator of paintings at the cen-
tre, says of the choices so far: “They
have been widely exhibited and fea-
fured in publicalions, Most people
will agree that they are key artsts of
their generation.

He is one of 19 eonsérvation labo-
ratory staff who clean and touch up
paintings and artefacts al the centre,

“Whether they get 2 full room ar
Balf a room in the gallery s up to
the curator, but they will definitely
feature in the new gallery,” he adds

‘The centre houses over 100,000
aftefacts that make up the collec-
tions of the Asian Civilisations Mu-
seum, the National Museum of
@spore and th Siagapore At Muse-

y these, 7,500 are artworks
in Singspores national art collec-
e inciude sculptores, sl

e works o paintings.

About half of lbb cvllcmuu anc
by Singaporcan artists and the rest
are from South-east Asian countries
such as the Philippines, Indonesia
and Malaysia.

The bulk of the collection was
bought from austion houses and ex-
hibitions worldwide over the last 70
years, or donated by patcons. About
50 1o 100 works are acquired each

ar.

Other works are on loan from in-
dividuals, corporations or museum
collections, $o far, there is no price
tag on the collection as there has
been no systematic attempt 1o value

it
But the collection includes rare

paintings from the colonial era,

There is & portrait of the Straits
Settlement_govemor-general, Sir
Frank Swettenham, by famous por-
traitist John Singer Sargeat, over

works worth $18 million by pio-
neey artist Liu Kang, donated by his
farmily; and  nude statue of the war
‘herome Elizabeth Choy.

ome may say the conservators
are starting too early. The gallery,
which will house the national cellec-
tion of Singaporean and South-east
Asian art, will open enly in 2012 —
five years away.

Renovation work for its home,
the former Supreme Court and City
Hall buildings, hasn't even started.
Even the mrenox design for the
‘huge space - measuring 40.000 sg m
10 50,000 sq m and four times the
size of the Singapore Art Museum —
isn

But Mr Chin says that “it's never

‘GALLERY SPACE: The former
Suprems Court will be turned into
‘the National Art Gallery.

toa early 1o stant”

fter all, he has worked on the
relaunch of the National Muscum
and the opening of fhe Singapore
At Museum last year and in 1996 re-
spectively.

He says: “There is always the
fear that cven if we have g five-year
lead time, there will still be a mad
sush at the end. Experience tells us
that the details of the shows only
come in one o two years before the

openis

So the team is working towards
stepping up on its usual restoration
rate of 90 paintings a year. A senior
conservator has just left, so it will
try to maintain the rate while train-
ing new team members,

Although it is & developed disci-
pline overseas, there are no art con-
servation courscs in Singapare.
Most conservators here, who come
from backgrounds s diverse as fine
art and science, learn on the job
from their more senior colleagues,

Their work includes painstaking-
Iy removing layers of old varnish
without touching the paint under-
neath - which discolour with age.

officer Tay Jam Meng,

‘They then brush on a new clear lay-
er

They also carefully fill in arcas
where the old paint has flaked off to
make old paintings a5 good a5 new.

Their hard work should pay off
After all, this is a blockbuster new
museum in the making. The
$£200-million to S400-millien project
aims to make the galfery a landmark
in the Civie District.

Preliminary projections target
one million visitors a year.

Interest in s interior design is al-
50 strong. About 800 architects - Jo-

eal and averseas - registered online.
for the first stage of an architecture
competition Taunched last month 1o
find the best design for the build-
ings. The winning design will be se-
lected at the end of the year.

“If we can get over 100 entries
submitted and not just registered. it
would be a resounding success,”
says Singapore Art Muscum direc:
tor Koh Seow Chuan, wha is deputy
chairman of the Nattonal At Gal-
lery Steering Committze.

When the design competition for
the Esplanadc arts centre was
Isunched in 1992, there were 48 en-
tries submitted.

A worldwide Inuit for a gaflery di-
rector to set the general direction of

itions was also launched recent-

Iy

Mr Koh, 67, says the committee

is looking for a creative and inspir-
ing individual with more than 12
years of experience in arts manage-
ment. A headhunting firm has been
tasked 1o finding the right person
for the job,
He added that the gallery will fo-
cus on Singapore and South-east
Asian art as the Republic’s core ¢ol-
lection is made up of works from the
region. But there will also be tempo-
rary shows of inlernational arl to
supplement the permanent collec-
tion.

“It’s quite simple and logical to
concentrate on our strengths,” he
says. We are only starting to collect
international art now, and there are
so many gallezies in the world with
phenomenal collestions. There’s na
way we can mateh them.”

He adds that whea the Nationat
At Gallery is up and running, the
Singapore Art Museum will contin-
ue exhibiting work from the nation-
al collection and generating interest
in the visual aris.

w Sze Wee, assistant dirge-
tor of collections development at
the muscum, reckons that its cur-
rent focus on modern art. works
from the late 19th century until the
19705, will eventually shift 1o con-
temporary art, which usually refers
1o work dome in the last 3 years

& says: “It's a trend in the workd
thai a5 the arts scene grows, there
will e more museums specialised in
their own felds.”

i his vision for the National
Art Gallery, Mr Koh says: *Hopeful-
Ty it will be a focal point in the heart
of the Civic District and become a
world-renowned centre for
South-east Asian art.”

» thiahta@sph, cam.eg

The nannm] art collestion of 7.500
has some unusual, hidden gems.
Here’s a look at five of them:

artist, who
of cancer at uge 47 in 2000, features
more than 100 bows stacked to form
¢ylmd=r 'ﬂ\e Buddhist artist often
used bawls and earthenware to signal
the transience of life w‘h.mh, Tike clay,
will crumble and decay.

2 mswxmﬁlfup‘ Mal
e ol o aysian
‘This work by Gill, 48, mnrprm:s over
ts she-

beaches in Singapore and Malaysia.
Strewn across the. gallery floor, the
ass. pieces cach have @ random
ish word

explores how the meanings of words
hange when they leave one place and
wash up at another.

Whir: Benil S 1952
Who: Vincent Leow,

Singaporean
Acquired: 1993
This suit, made of
fake US dollar
bills, was worn by
the artist during a
199 performance
that made playful

jibes at
obssssion v g

What: Serene Jade, 1949
Whe: Dora Gordine, Briton
Acquired: Donated by war

‘heroine Elizabeth Choy in 1997
‘This bronze statue i based on Chs
who died last year from cancer of
‘pancreas at the age of 9. She.
brief stint a5 a nude model in Betairh
when she was st there in the
1ate 19405, Goniine, who died i 1991,

sculptor and soc S e

Moo

year, ‘
This installation
work sits on the

ound floor

iral stairgase at
features a fake
with 351 plati
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interested in frying to make sudiences -

see the humble cake as an object of
artistic value,



