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Iwasafriend of the pioneer artist,
Georgette Chen. Asasupporter of
art and artists, I came to know her
when she was teaching at the
Nanyang Academy of Fine Art
(Nafa). She lived alone ina small
bungalow in Siglap Plain. She was
very independent and drove
around in a Morris Minor.
Onafew occasions, she invited

me home for dinner and served me :

! manyart-loving Singaporeans,

: residentsandvisitors will visit the
: showbeforeit ends in September
: nextyear.

very delicious French cuisine,
which she had learnt to cook
during her student days in Paris.
Anelegant and sophisticatedlady,
she wasalways well dressed and
had her hair neatly combed.

Iremember thataround 1974,
whenIwenttosee herandasked
whether she could sellto the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs two
paintings, which were destined
for our diplomatic offices in New
Yorkand Washington, she said no.
She said that her paintings were
her children, and her children
were not for sale.

Inresponse, lasked whether I
couldadopt two of her children,
promising tolookafter them well.
She agreed on that condition. The
two stilllife paintings are of her
favourite fruit, the rambutan. One
painting isstillat our Permanent
Mission to the United Nations in
New York. The other has been
brought backto Singapore andis at
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The National Gallery Singapore
is holding amajor retrospective of
her paintings which I recently
viewed. It isa beautiful, joyful and
inspiring exhibition. I hope that

GEORGETTE CHEN'S BACKGROUND

i Georgette Chenor ChangLiYing
! wasbornin1906, in China. Her

: fatherwasawealthyantique

: dealer with businesses in London,
: New Yorkand Paris. Unusually,

: for Chinese girls of that

{ generation, Georgette wenttoa

: private school in Shanghai. She

: thenattended high schoolin New
¢ Yorkandstudied art at two art

: colleges in Paris.

Asaresult of her education, she

¢ wasfluentin Chinese, Englishand
: French. Fromayoungage, she

. decided tobecome anartist,

: rebelling against the wishes of

: her father. Georgette achieved

! successatayoungage.In1930,

: when she was 24, one of her

: paintings was accepted for

: exhibition by the prestigious Salon
¢ d’Automne in Paris.

Before she left France in1930, to

: returnto China, she was already
¢ recognised as an outstandingartist

and her paintings were regularly
: acceptedbyvarious French salon
: exhibitions.

: GEORGETTE'S LOVE LIFE

: When Georgette wasanart

: student in Paris, she met and fellin
: love withamanwhowas12years

: older than she, His name was

: Eugene Chen, ason of Trinidad

: and Tobago but a Chinese

: nationalist.

Eugenewas a supporter of Dr

: SunYatSen’s mission to

: overthrow the Manchu Qing

: Dynastyand to establish the

i Republic of China. When Sun

: became the first president of the
: Republic, Eugene served as his

¢ acting foreign minister.

After Eugene’s deathin1944in

: Shanghai, Georgette married his
: best friend, Ho Yung Chi, in1947.
: In1949, she decided toleave

: China, because she was unsure

: whether there was aplace for

i artists in the new China.

The couple movedto Penangin

1951. The marriage was an
¢ unhappyone, and endedin
: divorce.

: FROM NEW YORKTO
: PENANG AND SINGAPORE

: Because of the warand the
: revolution in China, Georgette was
: poor and had to find employment.
: In1951,aChinese schoolin
: Penang, Han Chiang High School,
: hiredher toteachartand her
: husband to teach the Chinese
: language.
Having lived all her life in
! temperate countries, she was
: experiencing the tropics for the
: first time. She lovedit.
i Afterthe couple divorced,
: Georgetteleft Penangin1953 to
: teachatNafa in Singapore. And, as
: theysay, the restishistory. She
: loved Singapore and Nafa.
:  Toassimilate, shelearnt to
: speakMalay andshe developeda
: special affinity for the Malay
: community. There are many
: paintings of Malays in the
: exhibition. Georgette, the
¢ daughter of the Chinese,

: GEORGETTE'SART

i Because of her training in Paris,

: Georgette’s artistic style was very
: muchinfluenced by the French

: Impressionists. Her brush strokes
: and the vibrant colours are very

i Impressionist.

¢ However,she developed her

: owndistinctive style. Her

¢ paintings, whether landscape, still
: life or portrait, are recognisably

: works by Georgette Chen. Agood

: artistsucceeds ininjecting her

: personality and spiritinto all her

i creations.

:  Herpaintings show us that she

: respectedpeople ofallracesand

¢ social class. Her striking portraits

: are of ordinary people. She loved

: the colours, people, culture, flora

: and fauna of Malayaand

: Singapore. No one has painted our
i humble fruit with somuch love

: and beauty.

© MY FAVOURITE PAINTINGS

: Americanand French civilisations, :

: becamea Singaporeanand

i embraced our multiculturalism.
¢ Destiny had brought herto

: Singapore.

: There are so many beautiful and
¢ outstanding paintings in the

: exhibition thatitisalmost

: impossible to pick my three
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: favourites. For portraits, my

: favourite is Satay Boy, shown

: grilling satay by abeach fora

: motherand her son. This painting
: isspecial because it combines

: portraiture withlandscape.

My favourite landscape is Lotus

: Symphony, her painting oflotus

: flowers dancing in the breeze. My
: favourite stilllife is her large

: beautiful painting of tropical fruit,
¢ including her favourite, the

: rambutan.

GEORGETTE'S FRIENDS

i Georgette had many friends. One

: ofher oldest friends was Soong

: Ching Ling, who was married to

: Sun. Georgetteaddressed her by

: her Christian name, Rosamund.

: Georgette also befriended

: Malaysia’s first prime minister,

: Tengku Abdul Rahman, who was

i one ofher patrons and officiated at
: the opening of her exhibition in

: i KualaLumpurin1956.

: The National Gallery Singapore’s major retrospective of Georgette Chen's paintings is on till Sept 26 next year. The writer, who knew the late artist, describes the :
: exhibition as beautiful, joyful and inspiring. ST PHOTO: KUA CHEE SIONG

InSingapore, she became agood

: friend of Lee Seng Gee, the then

: chairman of the Lee Foundation,
: Singapore’slargest private

: charitable foundation.

However, notall her friends

: were famous people. One of her
: bestfriends was Rohani Ismail,
: one ofherstudentsatNafa.

She had a knack for making

friends, and had many friends, of
: allracesandsocial classes.

Georgette was aworld-class

i artistinsearch ofa home. She

: could have settled in Paris or New
i York,where she had studied. To

: ourgreat fortune, she chose

: Singaporeasher home.

She taught many of our

: second-generation artists.

: She was the only womanin the

: exaltedgroup of pioneer artists,
: consisting of Cheong Soo Pieng,
: Chen Wen Hsi, Liu Kang and

: ChenChongSwee.

Whenshediedin1993, at the age

of 86, she leftusaveryrichand
i beautiful legacy.

stopinion@sph.com.sg

: @ Professor Tommy Koh is the rector
: of Tembusu College at the National
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