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A 20th Century Great and Pioneer of Singapore Modern Art 

 
ON THE OCCASION OF CHEN WEN HSI’S CENTENARY, SINGAPORE ART MUSEUM PAYS 

TRIBUTE TO ONE OF SINGAPORE’S MOST SIGNIFICANT 20TH CENTURY ARTISTS 
 
 

(15 November 2006) Singapore Art Museum (SAM) is proud to present Convergences: Chen 

Wen Hsi Centennial Exhibition, a major retrospective on one of Singapore’s foremost pioneer 

artists – Chen Wen Hsi. Featuring 123 works, many of which will be seen in public for the first 

time, the exhibition brings together many of Chen’s important works from the museum’s own 

collection and private collections, and provides a broad overview of his key artistic 

developments, achievements and his profound influence on the Singapore art community.  

 

The exhibition opening will be officiated by Guest of Honour, Dr Lee Boon Yang, 

Minister for Information, Communications and the Arts, on 30 November 

(Thursday), 6.30pm, at the Glass Hall, SAM. Media preview led by curator will be 

held on the same day at 11am in SAM gallery 1.10.  

 

Says Mr Low Sze Wee, SAM Assistant Director (Collections and Exhibitions) and Curator for 

Convergences, “Through the warm support of many individuals and organizations, we are 

able to amass some of the best works by Chen within a single presentation. They range from 

a little-known painting from 1928 when Chen was still an art student in Shanghai to a much-

remembered monumental painting of carps from his first show in Singapore in 1949.”  

 

In conjunction with the exhibition, a bilingual catalogue will be published to document all 123 

works on display. Containing essays by international authors, the 300 page catalogue also 

contains two published essays by Chen and a full transcript of an oral history interview with 

him recorded in the mid-1980s. These provide a direct glimpse into the artist’s perspectives, 

ideas and guiding principles about his own life and practice.  
 

 

 



   
 
Says Mr Kwok Kian Chow, SAM Director, “SAM’s dedication to research and scholarship on 

Singaporean and Southeast Asian art has led us to present over 70 exhibitions with 

accompanying catalogues being published on Singapore and Southeast Asian art and artists. 

These range from survey exhibitions, such as Art of Our Time (currently on show), to major 

retrospectives of important artists, such as Convergences: Chen Wen Hsi Centennial 

Exhibition. The Convergences catalogue will be an invaluable primary resource for future 

researchers.” 

 

A pioneer of Singapore modern art , Chen was recognised as one of Singapore’s pioneer 

artists who contributed to the creation and development of a visual expression that was 

Southeast Asian; a fusion of Eastern philosophy, medium and subject matter with Western 

aesthetic style and composition, which came to be known as the Nanyang Style.  

 

A keen observer of nature and an animal lover, Chen’s favoured subject matter include 

landscapes, figures, birds and animals, still-life studies and abstract compositions. He was 

proficient in both traditional Chinese ink and Western oil painting and experimented with a 

variety of styles including Fauvism and Cubism.   

 

Says Low, “Chen found that there was ‘much to learn from the West, especially on 

composition, harmony, balance, construction of lines – features which could advantageously 

supplement the traditional Chinese art’. Eschewing mere physical likeness, Chen sought for 

‘the composition, image, and spirit, the overall beauty and cohesion of the painting’.” 

 

The range of works produced by Chen over a career that spans more than six decades is rich 

and diverse. Apart from his prolific output in Chinese painting, his legacy also includes works 

in oil, watercolour, pencil, pastels and other unusual media such as lacquer, gold paint, sand 

and metal wires. The thematic range is also equally wide with subjects ranging from the 

conventional “bird and flower” genre found in Chinese painting, to abstract studies inspired 

by his everyday surroundings. For the exhibition, four themes have been chosen to exemplify 

Chen’s key developments and concerns. They are Traditions 传统, Life 生活, Explorations 探

索, Synthesis 融合.  

 

Please refer to the appendix for details on themes, catalogue, and artist biography. 

 

 



   
 

For media interviews and further information contact:   

 

Sybil Chiew    DID:  6332 3291 

Management Services Officer   FAX: 6334 7919 

Singapore Art Museum   E-mail: Sybil_Chiew@nhb.gov.sg 

 

Lynn Tan    DID:  6332 3219 

Assistant Manager (Marcom)  FAX: 6334 7919 

Singapore Art Museum   Email:  Lynn_Tan@nhb.gov.sg 

 

Suenne Megan Tan   DID:  6332 3215  

Assistant Director    FAX: 6334 7919 

Communications   Email: Suenne_Megan_Tan@nhb.gov.sg 

& Partnership Development 

Singapore Art Museum   

 

For more information, visit www.singart.com 

 

Mondays to Sundays : 10am to 7pm, with extended hours and  

FREE Admission on Fridays from 6pm to 9pm 

Singapore Art Museum is located at 71 Bras Basah Road, Singapore 189555 

General enquiries, please contact Front desk at 6332 3222.   
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Appendix 
 
I Exhibition Themes  
 
The range of works produced by Chen over a career that spans more than six decades is rich 
and diverse. Apart from his prolific output in Chinese painting, his legacy also includes works 
in oil, watercolour, pencil, pastels and other unusual media such as lacquer, gold paint, sand 
and metal wires. The thematic range is also equally wide with subjects ranging from the 
conventional “bird and flower” genre found in Chinese painting, to abstract studies inspired 
by his everyday surroundings. For the exhibition, four themes have been chosen to exemplify 
Chen’s key developments and concerns. They are Traditions 传统, Life 生活, Explorations 探
索, Synthesis 融合.  
 
From such a diverse range of works, many themes and interests emerge. For the exhibition, 
four have been chosen to exemplify Chen’s key developments and concerns. They are 
Traditions 传统, Life 生活, Explorations 探索, Synthesis 融合.  
Although Chen seldom dated his works, the four themes mirror, in a very broad sense, the 
main phases of his career. Therefore, by examining them in sequence, it is hoped that some 
light may be shed on how he developed his ideas and interests over time and space.  
 
Traditions refers to the core of Chen’s practice which is the centuries-old tradition of Chinese 
painting. However, tradition is neither static nor monolithic. Chinese painting is constantly 
changing with the absorption and adaptation of new or different ideas and influences from 
within and outside China. This was particularly true for the 20th century, over which Chen’s 
life spanned. In addition, the Chinese painting is made up of many different streams, 
sometimes intersecting, sometimes running in parallel. This section will examine Chen’s 
understanding and proficiency of this complex and enduring tradition. 
 
Life is a broad term that encapsulates another aspect of Chen’s practice. This is his strongly-
held belief that art must be informed by life. An artist must have a thorough grasp of his 
subject before he is able to progress any further. Hence, a firm foundation in life-drawing is 
essential. This refers to the close observation of nature and the ability to capture that in a 
painting. Only by being grounded on the objective can one venture into the subjective. This 
section will highlight works that showcase Chen’s keen eye for details, his palpable interest in 
his subjects and how the world around him, be it China, Singapore or outer space, fascinated 
him throughout his life. 
 
 Explorations deals with Chen’s open approach to art-making. Coming from a background that 
gave him a foundation in both Chinese and Western art, his interest, knowledge and practice 
of international art styles and concepts took a quantum leap when he arrived and eventually 
settled in Singapore. Away from China, his new home proved to be a conducive environment 
for him to examine, discuss with like-minded colleagues and more importantly, explore new 
or different ideas about making art. He moved freely between styles, techniques and media, 
always with the aim of investigating the elements that made a successful work of art. 
 
Synthesis forms a fitting conclusion to the last decade or so of Chen’s life. During this period, 
Chen stopped working in oils and concentrated almost exclusively on Chinese painting. After 
years of practice, investigation and explorations, he poured his energies into creating works 
that sought to express, rather than represent. Although his paintings of landscapes and 
egrets were still based on reality, he freely distorted, reconfigured and transformed them. In 
the process, they became powerful abstract compositions that were an integration of 
different traditions, and a perfect synthesis of image and spirit. This came not from some 
spontaneous, spur-of-the moment impulse, but rather, a confident eye and disciplined mind  
 
 



   

                                                

 
 
that sought to create works that were “expressions of an artist’s soul and mind and a 
revelation of his visions and ideas”. 1 按近代美术品是作者心灵的发抒，意象的表露 
 
 
 
II ABOUT THE CATALOGUE 
 
The fully bilingual catalogue will have full colour images of all 123 artworks featured in the 
exhibition. It will contain nine essays by art historians, writers and artists from Singapore, 
USA and China. Exceeding 300 pages, it will also have full transcripts of Chen's oral history 
tapes (14 hours' worth) which will provide an invaluable primary resource for future 
researchers. 
 
This book will be unprecedented for several reasons. It will contain the most number of new 
essays written by international authors. It will provide the most comprehensive survey of 
Chen's entire artistic career to date, by bringing together 123 works. They range from those 
produced by Chen as a student in Shanghai to his mature works completed shortly before he 
passed away in 1991. Previous exhibitions have tended to rely on either works from the 
artist's own collection or a few private collectors. This catalogue will feature the best works 
carefully selected from diverse sources, including the museum's collection and other private 
and corporate collections in Singapore and overseas. Many works will be seen in public for 
the first time. The exhibition will also provide an opportunity to bring together several major 
iconic works such as the stunning 4-metre long painting of gibbons in the Central Provident 
Fund Board collection. 
 
 
 

 
1 Chen, Wen Hsi, “The Creation of Modern Art” (近代美术的构成 ) in Chen Wen-Hsi Paintings 
(陈文希画集). Singapore: Old and New Gallery （古今画廊）, 1976. (unpaginated) 
 



   
 
 
III NOTES ON ARTIST  
 

 
Portrait of Chen Wen Hsi (late 1980s) 
Photograph provided by the courtesy of Mr Chua Soo Bin 
 
Chen Wen Hsi 
(1906, Guangdong, China – 1991, Singapore) 
 
Chen enrolled in the Shanghai College of Art (headed by Liu Haisu) in the late 1920s and 
subsequently, the Xinhua Academy of Fine Arts a year later. Being in the art education 
department, Chen’s art training at Xinhua included Chinese ink painting and Western oil 
painting.  He also had the opportunity to receive personal tuition in finger painting from the 
principal Pan Tianshou and thereafter, Chen often signed his ink paintings with his fingers. At 
Xinhua, he met artists Chen Jen Hao, Chen Chong Swee and Liu Kang who, like him, would 
eventually settle down in Singapore. 
 
Chen was a keen observer of nature and kept many pets and plants at home. The subject 
matter of Chen’s paintings include figures, landscapes, birds and animals, still life studies and 
abstract compositions. He was proficient in both traditional Chinese ink and Western oil 
painting and experimented with a variety of styles including Fauvism and Cubism. While 
specialising principally in Chinese ink painting, Chen found that there was    “much to learn 
from the West, especially on composition, harmony, balance, construction of lines – features 
which could advantageously supplement the traditional Chinese art.” Eschewing mere 
physical likeness, Chen sought for “the composition, image, and spirit, the overall beauty and 
cohesion of the painting.” 



   
 
 

 
 
 
Chen Wen Hsi, 1906 – 1991 
Rocky Hill 
Undated 
Hanging scroll, ink and colour on paper 
180.7 x 97.6cm 
Singapore Art Museum collection 
 
 
Born in Guangdong province, Chen Wenxi graduated from the Xinhua Academy of Fine Arts in 
Shanghai in the early 20th century. He was an art teacher in China for a number of years 
before settling in Singapore in 1949. Besides teaching at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts 
and Chinese High School in Singapore, he also had a number of private students, many of 
whom have become successful artists in their own right.  
 
Chen was equally proficient in both Western oil and Chinese painting. He maintained an open 
mind about international art movements and concepts and would constantly experiment with 
new ideas in his works. Rocky Hill represents an exciting phase in Chen’s art production 
where he combines the monumental landscapes in Chinese painting with the fractured planes 
of Cubism, and the brushwork of the xieyi (writing the idea) tradition with the colour fields of 
Abstract Expressionism.  



   
  
 

 
 
Chen Wen Hsi, 1906 – 1991 
Malayan Scenery 
Undated 
Hanging scroll, ink and colour on paper 
141.1 x 93cm 
Singapore Art Museum collection 
 
 
Malayan Scenery is an example where Chen has made full use of the dramatic power of the 
brush in Chinese painting, to depict a distinctly local setting. Although Chen adopts a Western 
fixed-point perspective in this work, the traditional vertical format gives full play to the fishing 
nets hung out to dry. 
 
 
 
 



   
 
 

 
 
Chen Wen His, 1906-1991 
Herons 
c. 1991 
Ink and colour on paper 
123 x 245 cm 

   Singapore Art Museum collection 
 
 
Chen’s educational background in Shanghai and his subsequent stay in Southeast Asia 
exposed him to many cross-cultural ideas and influences. In Shanghai, he was trained in 
both Chinese ink painting and Western oil painting. In Singapore, he saw her transition from 
a British colony to an independent nation that was made up of a mélange of cultures, 
religions and languages. These would have a deep impact on his artistic practice. 
 
While Chen’s paintings of gibbons and squirrels generally follow the conventions of 
traditional Chinese painting, his later works of birds, especially of ducks, herons and cranes, 
are a marked 
departure. Here, as shown by Herons, likely to have been completed shortly before he 
passed away, the artist has broken away from tradition by creating an almost-abstract work, 
resulting in a flat patterning of the painting surface. This is achieved by incorporating cubist 
elements to produce interlocking planes to suggest a dense flock of birds. In addition, the 
voids left by the white of the unpainted paper, create a dynamic tension – at places, 
depicting the water surface, and at others, cunningly delineating the form of herons in the 
negative. 
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