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FROM THE CURATOR 55| =

CHANG YUEH SIANG 3 5% 5

This exhibition centres on one specific point in the long
career of the artist Lim Tze Peng: the turning point
of his career, when he begins to move away from his
signature landscape paintings of early Singaporean
kampungs (villages), street scenes of Chinatown, and
the Singapore River, and begins to experiment with
abstract calligraphy and paintings on a magnified scale.

The turn is in a sense a coming of full-cycle in the
artist’s practice: in his earlier years, he brought
the ink brush out of the “scholar’s studio” onto the
streets and into the countryside. Around the turn of
the millennium, the artist returned the brush to the
studio, and began to explore how ink might be able
to be expressed differently. For the artist, the brush-
line is the thread that runs through the long years of
his practice. After an early start in the oil medium,
he began to paint landscapes with ink, “l sought
to represent the calligraphic line, and lines became
primary in my work.”" The employing of perspectival
and observational representation in life drawing and
landscape sketches belongs more to the Western art
canon than it does to Chinese ink painting traditions.
It does exist as well in Chinese ink practice though, as

' See conversation with Ho Chee Lick, produced on p.17
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the technique of baimiao (B » line sketching). Here is
where the artist combines his calligraphic foundation in
wielding the brush and ink to achieve tone and depth in
his landscape drawings. How the “line” may be made
more artistic and conceptual, how one might bring
imagery into calligraphy, and the calligraphic line into
the image, became questions that propelled the artist
towards experimentation: “All | have done is only to
make attempts.” In the “making of attempts”, the
studio once again became the lieu of experimentation.

In moving away from traditional genres of ink painting,
modern and contemporary artists often state that ink
is only a medium: contemporary artist Zhang Yu calls
for the distinction between ink as a medium, and
ink painting as a genre;®* Wu Guanzhong famously
pronounced: “Ink and brush amount to nothing”, later
clarifying it to explain that for him, ink and brush were
nothing more than tools at the service of the artist, they
should not become the only substance by which a
painting should be evaluated. Not so for Lim Tze Peng:
for him, ink and brush is the form, the substance of his
art. Ink is not merely a medium or tool for Mr Lim: the
brush-line forms the substance of his art of his later

2 Curator’s conversation with the artist, 8 July 2016
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3 Zhang Yu, from the transcript of “Modern Chinese Ink Painting: From a “Dooming” Future to its Extermination -- A Dialogue between Zhang Yu
and Zhijian Qian”, 9. http://zhangyu.artron.net/news_detail 246181, Last retrieved 14 November 2016



period, with calligraphic lines the basis of his imagery,
and then, imagery as the basis of his composition and
application of calligraphic lines.

The works selected for this exhibition include works
recently donated to NUS Museum and those borrowed
from the Lim Tze Peng Gallery at Chung Cheng High
School, and other private collectors. The selection
reflects the development of the brush line in the course of
Mr Lim’s long practice as an artist: fine calligraphic lines

. . . . ) - ; 2) Awaiting Departure
(1) Weather-beaten Lotus in the ( - ;
and the app!|cat|on of the d|ffer|n.gl tone§ of mkl Wash are Rain (undated), Chinese ink and (1982), Chinese ink and
seen in earlier examples of traditional ink paintings (7. colour on paper, 87.5¢cm x 45cm; ;‘%’% o ’Z‘?ﬁf?zgf/fe rfg’
_ ; ; Lim Tze Peng Gallery, Chung : : )
The Weather-beaten Lotus in the Rain) and landscapes Cheng High School Main Gallery, Chung Cheng High
(2. Awaiting Departure, 1982; 3. Untitled [Aerial view School Main

of Chinatown, 1976.]) Even in the oil paintings (4.
Singapore River; 5. Abstract Painting, 2012) may we
detect the influence of the Chinese brush-strokes
in the application of the pigments. Transitionally, the
abstract and monumental turn in the artist’s calligraphy

. . . —

is reflected in Calligraphy No. 5 (see page 9), and (6. % : R ‘

Abstract Calligraphy [The River Runs Red]). Mr Lim’s (4) Singapore River (1960s)

. . . (3) Untitled (Aerial View of Chinatown) Qil on canvas,

interest in stone carvings and weathered stone textures (1976), Chinese ink and colour on 73 x 97.5cm; $1980-0811-

are depicted in a rendition of the Indianised sculptural paper, 95 x 70cm; Collection of 001-0 Gift of the artist
Benny and Rosemary Oh

surface of a temple (7. Stone Carving); at the same
time, the three-dimensionality makes its way into the
artist’s abstract colour calligraphy (8. Untitled [Abstract
Calligraphy]).

Eventually image and calligraphy merge, and in the end,
we are not asked to decipher calligraphy from colour, or

make out the distinctive branches of a tree: “The brush (6) Abstract Calligraphy

(5) Abstract Painting (2012) . ,
. n4 f . (The River Runs Red, attr. Yue Fei)
lines are one and the same. Oil on canvas, 63.5cm x 81.5¢cm; Undated, Chinese ink on paper

On loan from Lim Tze Peng
. 175cm x 200cm; On loan from
Art Gallery, Chung Cheng High Lim Tze Peng Art Gallery, Chung

School Main Cheng High School Main

Calligraphy
S2015-0005-005-0

Ink and colour on paper
106 x 106cm

Gift of Linda Neo in
honour of Lim Tze Peng

(7) Stone Carving, Undated (8) Untitled (Abstract

Chinese ink and colour on paper Calligraphy), undated, Ink and
101 x 105¢cm; On loan from Lim colour on paper, 99 x 107cm;
Tze Peng Art Gallery Collection of the artist

4 Conversation with Ho Chee Lick, p. 22 Chung Cheng High School Main
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Lim Tze Peng, whose journey in art began seven
decades ago, reached significant milestones of his long
career only very late in life.

He had never held any solo exhibition until 1998 at the
age of 77! Formal recognition for his artistic achievement
came only when he was awarded the Cultural Medallion
five years later when he was already 82! By then he was
entering a new phase of his practice highlighted by a
groundbreaking exhibition of experimental ink works in
2008. The show proved so successful that it travelled to
three more destinations including Beijing and Shanghai
the following year.

Life for the 96-year-old has got a lot busier this year
especially since he was conferred the Meritorious
Service Medal and held the first ever retrospective by
selecting about 50 of his own favorites to share with the
public. The current exhibition at the National University
of Singapore Museum is his second major show to be
organized in a year, opening barely two months after the
retrospective, which will have a year-long run at ArtSafe
in Changi South. It has appropriately chosen to focus on
the artist’s more recent works from various collections.
However, both these two shows were not organized in
connection with the award; preparations were already
well under way when the National Day Awards were
announced in August.

The focus of the exhibition at NUS is timely because the
artist has during the past decade developed further in
a completely new phase of creativity, which represents
a significant shift of direction in his ink art characterized
by bold experimentation, exceptionally large format
and abstract expressionist gestures. This is a phase
that saw the nonagenarian pushing the boundaries of
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his ink practice in what could be regarded as his “late
style”. These late works are particularly interesting for
most of us who are more familiar with his paintings of
Bali, Singapore River, and Singapore’s fast disappearing
scenes like old streets, lanes and villages.

Looking at Lim’s late works from the seventh decade of
his creative and prolific life one is naturally led to ponder
the question about the artist’s age and his works from
this very mature stage of his life.

Artists, as it is often said, develop late in their lives a
style, which usually distinguishes their works from those
of their earlier period in a special way. There have been
various discussions on this subject from time to time
without scholars agreeing completely on what late style
in different art forms means precisely.

Prominent figures from Western arts such as composers
Ludwig von Beethoven (1770-1827) and Giuseppe
Verdi (1813-1901), painters J M W Turner (1775-1851),
Claude Monet (1840-1926) and Picasso (1881-1973),
and writers William Shakespeare (1564-1616) and John
Keats (1795-1821), are known for late works that may
be regarded as “going against the grain”.

Similarly studies have also been done on the late style of
Asian luminaries such as Wen Zhengming (1470-1559),
Dong Qichang (1555-1636), Qi Baishi (1864-1957),
Chang Dagian (1899-1983), Rabindranath Tagore
(1861-1941), Satyajit Ray (1921-1992), Akira Kurosawa
(1910-1998).

What is significant about an artist’s works in his later
years? Critic Edward Said (1935-2003) in his book On
Late Style asks, “Does one grow wiser with age, and
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are there unique qualities of perception and form that
artists acquire as a result of age in the late phase of their
career?” He thinks some late works possess “a special
maturity, a new spirit of reconciliation and serenity often
expressed in terms of a miraculous transfiguration of
common reality.” And yet he questions the idea of late
serenity by referring to artistic lateness not as harmony
and resolution but as intransigence, difficulty, and
unresolved contradiction.

One could perhaps consider Lim Tze Peng’s late works in
the light of questions Said raises about artistic lateness.
Into the new millennium, Lim had just turned 80 and
become much less active painting outdoors than
previously when he travelled frequently in the region
particularly Bali. But he remained as prolific. Instead of
painting plein air where the size of his picture would be
restricted, he kept within his studio in his Telok Kurau
home where he was able to work on much larger
format. It was here that he began to search his memory
to retrieve old images for new inspirations and express
them on sheets of paper three or four times bigger than
before.

Indeed, inspirations for a new direction that signals a
major departure from his earlier practice. Lim turned to
his extensive repertoire of brush strokes from a staunch
calligraphic foundation. Such a foundation was laid from
the time when Lim Tze Peng was a student at Chung
Cheng High School, which was part of the Chinese
school system where the curriculum offered art and
calligraphy during the 1940s. He kept up the rigours
of writing with the brush even when he was painting in
oil during the early years of his practice not to mention
after he turned increasingly towards ink work from mid-
1970s.

It is therefore easy to see why Lim though an
accomplished painter is often quick to stress that he
actually considers himself better at the art of writing
instead especially when discussing his late works.
Perhaps he is finding it important to acknowledge his
debt to calligraphy, which underpins the bold kuang cao
(wild cursive) brush strokes in ink works of exceptional
sizes measuring up to three by five metres. “Without a
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strong calligraphic foundation | couldn’t have tackled
these pieces,” he is known to have said so frequently
referring to paintings he completed in the past few years.

Despite his lack of formal art education, Lim who is
completely self-taught acquired through diligent self-
study such a formidable command in ink art that
enabled him to switch effortlessly from oil to ink painting
in the 1970s and later launch into bold gestural style
reminiscent of abstract expressionism.

In 2006 five pieces of his new works were among those
by seven other Singapore artists in the International Ink
Painting Biennial at the Guan Shanyue Art Museum
in Shenzhen, China. This happened soon after a solo
exhibition Infinite Gestures featuring his recent paintings
earlier the same year at the Singapore Tyler Print Institute.
The two exhibitions within that same year represented
the first occasions when works from his late period
were introduced to the public. If followers of his art were
not sure what to make of the change, the artist himself
felt somewhat even less certain how it would go down
with them. Nonetheless he trusted his instincts and
continued to forge ahead in his explorations despite
fears of adverse reaction.

As he discovered new gestural possibilities with the
brush, his venture culminated in another exhibition
Inroads: Lim Tze Peng’s New Ink Work, which | curated
in 2008. This was when he presented for the first time a
comprehensive selection of new ink works much to the
surprise to those familiar with his paintings of Bali, old
villages and street scenes.

The exhibition held at Art Retreat, a private museum,
featured Lim’s works since 2006 with almost half of them
devoted to calligraphy, which he describes as hutuzi
(muddled writing). The paintings, many of which in large
format, were almost exclusively of trees and woods.
The artist had always found trees fascinating and often
painted them in his landscapes.

This 2008 exhibition, was a most critical milestone in the
artist’s ink practice. Since he turned indoors to paint,
he became freer, bolder and more adventurous. In this

Untitled (Colour Calligraphy); undated, Ink and colour on paper,
71030mm (H) x 1080mm (L) (artwork size), Collection of Kwok Kian Woon
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series of paintings, trees are painted in swift bold strokes
much like writing calligraphy in “wild” cursive style (kuang
cao) with a big brush. He felt no longer restricted by the
images he was looking at on the actual location relying
rather on recollections, impressions and feelings of these
images indelibly etched in his mind from his many travels
over the decades.

He now showed greater liberty in applying his wild cursive
calligraphic strokes more boldly in his paintings. To do
that, trees became the best choice as subject for his
broad gestures especially with huge brushes on sheets
of paper pieced together with a few panels so that they
were large enough to give reins to his expressions.

At the same time Lim also experimented vigorously with
calligraphy pushing the boundaries of the demanding
traditional art form in search of a new expressions
especially in terms of transcending textual legibility and
contents. The experiment inevitably led to calligraphy
and painting becoming more akin to each other. Dubbed
“muddled writing”, Lim’s experimental calligraphy
pieces defy classical conventions and blur the line
between writing and painting especially when both are
characterized by gestural expressionistic brush strokes.

Clearly, Lim’'s change of style in old age does not in
any way suggest late serenity expressed with harmony
and resolution through his works. Instead he seized
the moment as an opportunity to demonstrate a long-
time conviction that a good ink practice should rest
squarely on calligraphic virtuosity. “l find the possibilities
boundless” is what he says repeatedly.

The years 2008 and 2009 saw Lim’s late works winning
praise and appreciation at home and abroad. After its
successful run at Art Retreat, the exhibition /nroads
went to the Nanyang Technological University before it
travelled to Beijing and Shanghai the following year. By
now the warm reception he had got for his works must
have dispelled whatever doubts and fears he might still
have towards his new style.

In the following years Lim became a highly popular artist
whose works began to be keenly sought by collectors

Calligraphy No. 5 (2008), Ink on paper, 137 x 71cm,
Collection of the artist.

leading to frequent exhibitions in various galleries in
town. His growing fame teased out many of his earlier
ink paintings of Bali, old street scenes and rustic villages
as these seem to have a more immediate appeal than
his new bold experimental pieces. Besides, there was
also an increasing demand for his new calligraphy works
presumably due to his emphasis on the art.

Lim continued with his “muddled writing” which he now
produced by adding colour as background to calligraphy
in black ink. Such pieces of “colour calligraphy”, as they
are called, appeal to popular taste particularly among
those who would like to see calligraphy more than just
“black brush writing on white paper”.

For a while, it was quite common to see his works with
calligraphy on a layer of colour painted as background.
But Lim developed the idea of colour calligraphy further as
he experimented more deeply with some very interesting
results. If the line between calligraphy and painting had
become less clear previously in the 2008 exhibition,
now the artist was working with abstract expressionist
gestures from calligraphic forms entirely organically
integrated with painterly brushwork. What emerged
is a completely abstract painting whose calligraphic
elements may be discernible only upon closer scrutiny.

These new calligraphy-inspired abstract paintings
may be viewed as complete abstraction where the
written character or text is totally “dissolved”. His
“muddled writing”, which may be described as abstract
expressionist work, might occasionally still distract the
viewer especially one literate in Chinese, with vaguely
recognizable characters.

In order to exploit the possibilities of bold calligraphic
gestures, Lim began to revisit old subjects such as
Singapore River, old houses, streets and lanes and
painted them an in extraordinary format measuring up to
five by two metres. Earlier on he had had to piece several
panels together for the desired size, now to his delight
he was able to obtain whole single sheets of rice paper,
which he used to great advantage.
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The sheer size of paintings in this series must have
proven physically challenging to the artist at a time when
the he was well into his 90s. Artistically Lim was keen
to explore the potential of his brushwork to see how he
could push it to the limits. It is in this sense that these
late works of Lim’s are experimental and reflect some
aesthetic ideas, which he was only able to realize more
fully now under very different circumstances from before.
As he went on handling bigger and yet bigger pieces
of work he became all the more convinced how he
would not have been able to do this physically without a
staunch foundation in calligraphy.

We are really grateful that Mr. Lim has been able to live
long and remain not only healthy and strong enough but
also irrepressibly creative and valiantly determined to
experiment to discover new possibilities of ink art.

This phase in Lim Tze Peng’s journey reminds me of the
late theatre artist Kuo Pao Kun’s play Evening Climb, in
which the main characters in their old age go up a hill in
search of a mysterious bird. It is a modern parable about
quest for the meaning of life.

The day is not done and this fearless, elderly climber has
reached heights that would have defeated many much
younger ones attempting the same ascent. While there
is still light, the view up there must be magnificent with
the sky illuminated by the sun’s golden rays. No matter
if one finds what one is looking for, the climb itself must
have been rewarding enough.

In his late style Lim Tze Peng has through an
indefatigable spirit of exploration and innovation
created many remarkable works that offer fresh insights
and perspectives showing us not only how good
contemporary ink art can be but also that age is not
necessarily an obstacle in the pursuit of artistic heights.

For that he deserves our highest admiration and respect.

4th November 2016

Trees, Undated, Chinese ink on paper, 101 x 105cm
On Loan from Lim Tze Peng Gallery
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Ink and colour on paper
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Gift of Linda Neo in honour of Lim Tze Peng
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CONVERSATION BETWEEN LIM TZE PENG
AND HO CHEE LICK MFE 58 hxTiE

Ho: I have known you for twenty-six years now, since
the time of my return from the US in 1990. Between then
and now, | can see great developments in your practice.
You began your journey as an artist in your twenties, but
in the last thirty years, you have shown greater courage
in seeking breakthroughs, than might be said of your
younger days. I'm interested to understand, what the
key factors were, that stimulated the changes in your
practice. | seem to remember that before your exhibition
at Art Retreat and in Beijing', there was a period of time
where you had the use of a huge studio space?, which
gave you the room to experiment with larger brush and
paper, and you had the entire floor space with which to
make your calligraphy.

Lim: | had wanted to develop my calligraphy, and |
was looking for a larger space. That studio was larger,
and therefore it was easier to experiment freely. As for
why my calligraphy became abstract: this is mainly
because, while | practice calligraphy, | also paint, and |
wanted to see how the two practices can fuse together.
Therefore whenever | practiced my calligraphy, | would
be considering how | might introduce an element of
imagery into the calligraphy, to attempt to create a new
artistic form.
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Lim Tze Peng (right) executing large calligraphies in the studio of Wong
Keen (left) and Choy Weng Yang (centre). Photograph courtesy of Mr
Ong Teng Huat.
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" “Inroads: Lim Tze Peng’s New Ink Work”, Art Retreat, 2008; “Inroads:
The Ink Journey of Lim Tze Peng,” National Art Museum of China,
Beijing, 2009.

2 Possibly Choy Weng Yang and Wong Keen'’s studio in Ubi Industrial
Estate. Lim Tze Peng clarifies that the use of this space was occasional,
as he had his own studio at home that also allowed him to create larger
scale works.
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Ho: That is, through the usage of calligraphic lines as
the lines for drawing and painting; therefore in terms of
composition, you are no longer ‘writing’ or ‘transcribing’
a poem, but rather using the brush lines to form an
image.

Lim: And then when | paint, | would attempt to
represent calligraphy and brush lines, and incorporate
calligraphic lines in my paintings. It is very natural
to combine calligraphy and painting when you are
experienced in both forms. The more one paints and
practices calligraphy, the more one will see changes
in the calligraphic lines. One needs to make all sorts of
attempts if one wishes to see transformation. That is
what | have been doing all the while: making attempts.

Ho: Do you think that this period when your work
scaled up in size presented you with a very good
stimulation and opportunity? Because if you had
continued to practice calligraphy at conventional sizes,
while that can still be turned into an image, “going big”
seems to have also expanded the possibilities in your
artmaking. | think | saw the photograph of you painting in
that large studio, in a catalogue of your works dating to
around 2002.% The conditions were conducive for your
experimentations in larger strokes, and thereafter the
exhibitions of Art Retreat and in Beijing contained very
large paintings.

:  HELEFMAFINITEENES  EH0E
&7E > Et7F,\ZE%EE§ﬁBE§ﬁ#  EFAERERMR—E
PR SR E R E

M BEERRRAERIE L RILE - 84
FBHE - MPMERERAMLESER -

HZT BT &AERST, BETHESH - &
HE—EESR -

f: MWESBIBERT KWB—EFF 22
HBR—DNRFHAE) ~ —PNMRIFHINS ? R AUWRR
ARE/NTF » BRUTNFERUNTHEE  B2RA
BN K" BMIERTFBEERERESEFTHNELE ; K
M22002F 44/ B— Zk$$%F5FLJﬂﬁ3’ HE—KEA
EFBNMBRANEE » TR ABENSFEFILRER

ML FED L IE zFﬂﬁzﬂﬁmﬁﬂﬂkﬁ$
T BEBARER; X E KT FELZRUE—
BREEWREL - FTFm 22008 /9 FEHMREHEIE
ERNERT » RE2009FEFHALR - EFMFEHLE
RZEAEEKER  BEHTAESNTAB—HEMNE

,_i:% °

3 “Tze Peng”, Singapore Art Museum, 2003
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There are many other artists in Singapore who make ink
paintings, but not everyone pays attention to ink and
brush.

Lim:  With regards to ink and brush, | feel that there
are three things important for a successful painting:
the first, is the use of ink and brush; the second is
composition, and the third, is the application of colours.
For me, ink and brush, the calligraphic line is the most
important. If a painting is deficient in its applications of
ink and the brush line, it is very difficult to attain and
convey its conceptual expression.

Ho: This is what | have come to know about you as
well: anybody can go to paint kampung life, anybody
can paint Chinatown, but for you, the brushline is the
foundation of your painting, and this comes from your
calligraphic technique.

Lim: | have laid a good foundation in calligraphy,
which makes painting an ease.

Ho: | understand, it is your foundation in calligraphy,
that strengthens your painting. Eventually, even
calligraphy becomes painting, it does not merely
‘enhance’ painting. Your later calligraphies adopt “bold
strokes”, the trees that you paint are also painted with
bold strokes, applying monumental strokes to a large
painting. In the “Trees” of recent years, you can see
the lines of calligraphies, and then in your calligraphies,
you can see the compositions of trees. These recent
developments are truly sublime: calligraphy and painting
giving mutual impetus to each other. A large tree painting
gives more power to the developments of the ink and
brush line: if it were not the development of larger
paintings, and if your calligraphy had remained on the
conventional scale, your development would have been
limited. Calligraphy and painting eventually meld into
one, and it may seem like a painting we are looking at,
yet it is entirely composed of calligraphic lines.

Lim: As | am practicing calligraphy, | am composing
an image in my mind at the same time; the principles
of this composition are along the principles of Western
art. Yet, when | paint, what comes to my mind is the
calligraphy of the East. In terms of colour, | reference the

Mmoo XRFER WA KERZE=ZHER > F
—RER BF_EME B=FE¥ RIZIX=
R XNBRAAGEENZEIELRXTHE - —KEW
RESTG  RELIEE -

i FHRAINRNBR X — R B AR
ZHESLE MU UERFNFEK  BERREE
MPBERLSE  UMERIBIENR -

M BPENEMITERE FUREZH/ON

o

L’.H

fil: HWPA - 2ROBENINE - MET RMS
oo BER EREABERTSLE  TREMNES
B o FRAPEMER “KRE” - BERBER “X
27 —KKENEZIFEHNESN - MEEHN <
B BEEERBENES  EHEEXETINNY
 REXTMENARIFENHY - BES2E
MEHZEMEIN  BAWILERRRBEME
Ao MRAZEKRE > BEXRARTFHENRRE 3
SBRR AP ZEZNEREIREFREAR—
> BEEERBERE—RE  B2WMEELY -

M RESFHRE > BEZRE > EAELTHNME
cBEEERN  XEHERTHNBE - £EFT@E -
BmsE—mEmlm [F: batk ; BER] > AEEF—
Moo AXBEHMNZBILMA - BRMNZERETHE
g BNNZERBE TR - IMERMEDZE ~ 1517

colours of batik, to inject an element of the Nanyang. | do
think that as Asians, we do have traditions left to us by
our ancestors, which we ought to imbibe. This tradition
is in calligraphy, in the texts of poetry.

Another consideration that | had, was that a large work
would be more attractive to an audience in an exhibition
space, and so | make works larger in scale. Ultimately, all
| am doing is to keep trying something new.

Ho: Achieving monumental calligraphy must be
different from practicing calligraphy with a brush held in
the hand: you need the momentum of the movement of
the entire body to achieve the work. Do you think this
had an impact in the development of your painting?

Lim: Of course: one requires bodily strength in order
to achieve a larger calligraphy.

Ho: And the calligraphy is accomplished in one
breath? It is easy to complete regular calligraphy in one
attempt, to do so when attempting large calligraphies
pushes you to an elevation in your technique.

Lim: Yes.

Ho: You used to buy art books to study: were there
more books of Western art or Asian art?

Lim: | paid attention to both, and that is why my art is
Asian and Western at the same time.

Ho: If | recall correctly, when you painted the
outdoors in your youth, you first started painting oils on
canvases more than you used ink. Did calligraphy come
before or after you painted in oils?

Lim: | started to do calligraphy from young, but when
| first painted landscapes and life paintings, | did so in
oils. It was later that | used ink and brush to paint. Back
then, I was very attracted to paintings in the Impressionist
style, and | paid particular attention to the effects of
sunlight and the effects of colour under the sun. Later,
when | painted with Chinese ink, my colours became
more muted, and | sought to represent the calligraphic
line, and lines became primary in my work. | did also
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Singapore River, 2014, S2015-0005-010-0, Ink and colour on paper, 241 x 490 cm
Gift of Linda Neo in honour of Lim Tze Peng




consider then, that since everybody else seemed to
be painting with oils, why don’t | use calligraphic lines
and the Chinese brush to paint life paintings, this would
distinguish me from other artists.

Ho: When you first started to paint the kampung,
was that in oil, or with Chinese ink?

Lim: It was later that | used ink, when | first started,
it was with Western techniques. In fact at the very
beginning | painted in watercolours, but not for long.
Afterwards, | saw a volume of the works of the artist Li
Keran, and decided that | would try to paint with Chinese
ink. | was fairly pleased with the results, so | began to
paint the kampung with Chinese ink, then the Singapore
River and Chinatown, and that’s how i continued. Back
then | also paid attention to themes with a Nanyang
elements, using batik colours as my palette; when |
painted outdoors, | paid attention to chiaroscuro. | was
somewhat ‘Impressionistic’ in my style, a bit of fusion
between the East and the West, even though some
might say that my works are neither East nor West,
neither a Chinese ink painting, nor a Western oil painting.

There was an exhibition in London* that Cheong Soo
Pieng encouraged me to participate in. He helped
me choose a work to exhibit, but the local selection
committee here in Singapore did not select it, because
it was neither Asian nor Western. Cheong Soo Pieng
insisted that it was important to give Lim Tze Peng a
chance, and so the committee accepted to have the
work exhibited. Who would have thought that | would
receive a telephone call from a doctor here, asking if |
had a work exhibited in an exhibition in London? | said
yes; and he told me that this painting had won a prize in
London, and that was a pleasant surprise, that a work
that was “neither East nor West” had won a prize for
precisely that reason: it won a prize because it stood out
for being different.

In my early days, | painted the Singapore River and
Chinatown because | felt that an artist needed to be
familiar with his own land, to paint the landscapes that
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we were familiar with, that made it easier to enter as
a subject matter. An artist must become familiar with
his own terrain, otherwise he would resemble a tree
without roots, water without its source. It is therefore
more important to paint that which is familiar. | began
to paint kampungs, the Singapore River, Chinatown; |
painted them in the thousands, because | was familiar
with the subject matter, and that made it easier to paint.
Once i became familiar with the subject matter, | thought
that these paintings could also become sketches, for
reference later; which | did when | expanded on the scale
of my paintings later.

Ho: But even in the early years, after you began to
use the Chinese brush, you continued to paint with oils,
and you never completely gave the medium up.

Lim: Yes, i continued in both media, even though |
was moving progressively towards using ink and brush
more. When | used ink, the colours | employed became
more muted, because | felt that an ink work that was
too colourful distracted from its artistic expression. An
ink painting needed to present the different tones of ink,
therefore | relied less on colour.

Ho: It is not merely your painting and calligraphy that
shows mutual influence: do you feel that your ink works
and works in oil also have a mutual influence? and how
sS07?

Lim: The two techniques blend into each other into a
fusion.

Ho: When you paint in oils, even though you are
neither using the Chinese brush nor ink, you still pay
attention to the brush stroke. The “brush line” can still be
seen in your oil paintings, and when we compare with
other artists’ oil paintings, colour and forms dominate
more than the strokes.

Lim:  Yes, my emphasis is stil on the use of the
calligraphic line. My preference is for the long-tipped
brush, because this allows the lines to be drawn longer,
and allows for more flexibility; it also carries more ink,
which allows for some variation in tones to be applied.
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Ho: Many of your larger calligraphies make use of
poetic texts; these are not very long, and you are probably
very familiar with them. Would you be consciously
thinking of each character, or looking at every single
character when you work?

Lim: | usually use some of my favourite poems, so |
know them very well. When practicing calligraphy one
can’t be expected to refer to each verse one by one
and repeat them line by line: there is no continuity, and
you won't be able to complete the calligraphy in one
uninterrupted flow. It needs to be something that comes
from memory, from the heart, and only then can a piece
of calligraphy be achieved.

Ho: When the same poem is repeated in a new
work, to demonstrate your calligraphic abilities, does the
meaning of the poem still matter?

Lim: The meaning no longer matters: all that matters
is how has ink and brush been applied. The meaning
of the poem is no longer important: what is important
is how do you express yourself artistically, what artistic
effect can you achieve from the different tones of ink
when you are applying wash or dry brush, whether your
composition is loose or compact, and so on.

Ho: As you move towards the Abstract, did you also
notice developments in Japanese and Korean art? Were
you making reference to other artistic movements?

Lim: The only reference | make is through flipping
through art books, but when you actually paint, you
don’t actually think of what you've seen. It may be
subconscious, but an artist must still paint according to
his own intentions.

Ho: Your large paintings of trees are abstract,
your large calligraphies are also abstract: what are the
differences between these two genres?

Lim: Whether in my painting of a tree, or in my
“muddled calligraphy”, the brush lines are one and the
same.
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Singapore River 1960s
Oil on canvas,

73cm x 97.5cm;
S1980-0811-001-0
Gift of the artist

Untitled (Chinese temple);

c. 1980s

Ink and colour on paper
157cm (H) x 65cm (L)
Collection of Benny and
Rosemary Oh

Untitled (Colour
Calligraphy); undated
Ink and colour on paper
7103cm x 108cm
Collection of Kwok Kian
Woon

Calligraphy (circa. 2000);
S2015-0005-003-0

Ink and colour on paper
106cm x 106cm

Gift of Linda Neo in
honour of Lim Tze Peng

Evergreen Trees

Ink and Colour on paper
Collection of Mr Ong Teng
Huat

Calligraphy
S2015-0005-005-0
Ink and colour on paper

7106cm x 106cm

Gift of Linda Neo in
honour of Lim Tze Peng

Untitled (Abstract
Calligraphy), undated,
Ink and colour on paper,
99cm x 1017cmy;
Collection of the artist

Calligraphy, circa 2000
S2015-0005-007-0

Ink on paper

106cm x 106cm

Gift of Linda Neo in
honour of Lim Tze Peng

Singapore River, 2014, S2015-0005-010-0, Ink and colour on paper, 241cm x 490cm
Gift of Linda Neo in honour of Lim Tze Peng

Untitled, 2009

Ink & colour on paper
140cm (H) x70cm (L)
Collection of Mr Brian Lim
Song Hong

Calligraphy No. 5 (2008)
Ink on paper

137cm x 71cm
Collection of the artist.

Calligraphy (undated)
S2015-0005-002-0

Ink on paper

138cm x 69cm

Gift of Linda Neo in
honour of Lim Tze Peng
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Abstract Painting 2012 Complication, 2014 Untitled; c. 1980s Untitled (Aerial View of

Oil on canvas, Chinese ink and colour on paper Ink and Colour on paper Chinatown) (1976) Chinese
63.5cm x 81.5cm; 97cm x 219.5cm 83cm (H) x75cm (L) ink and colour on paper,
On loan from Lim Tze On Loan from Lim Tze Peng Gallery Collection of Benny and 95¢m x 70cm;

Peng Gallery, Chung Cheng High School Main Rosemary Oh Collection of Benny

Chung Cheng High and Rosemary Oh

School Main
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Awaiting Departure
(1982), Chinese ink and

colour on paper, fg,} Ms Linda Neo
95.5cm x 62.5cm;
Nesthorbeaton Lot Lim Tze Peng Gallery, EE; Mrs Rosemary & Mr Benny Oh
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NUS Museum is a comprehensive Museum for teaching and research. It focuses on Asian
regional art and culture, and seeks to create an enriching experience through its collections and
exhibitions. The Museum has over 8,000 artefacts and artworks divided across four collections.
The Lee Kong Chian Collection consists of a wide representation of Chinese materials from ancient
to contemporary art, the South and Southeast Asian Collection holds a range of works from
Indian classical sculptures to modern pieces; and the Ng Eng Teng Collection is a donation
4 4 . from the late Singapore sculptor and Cultural Medallion recipient of over 1,000 artworks. A fourth
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