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Foreword Helina Chan

This exhibition debuts Tay Bak Chiang’s first-ever solo exhibition featuring pigment and
acrylic works on canvas instead of Chinese ink on the traditional rice paper. Merging the
spirit of historical Chinese ink painting on canvases creates a significant exploration and
breakthrough, and Bak Chiang has experimented and contemporized this genre of
painting through the use of acrylic and pigments on canvas to produce distinct textures
and visuals. This set of works also marks his progressive attempts to move away from
representational forms and introduce new perspectives in the portrayal of nature with
minimalistic simplicity. Stones, to him, are not lifeless objects, but are bestowed with
worldly experiences and personal expressions. Bak Chiang skillfully expresses this
through his unique visual language that is relevant in today’s contemporary art scene.

This catalogue includes an incisive essay on this set of works written by Kwok Kian Chow
who has in-depth knowledge of art and the Chinese culture. | recommend that you take
time to read and reflect the significance of the spirit of Chinese ink painting in his ideas in
the historical context of ink work. As a gallery that has always been interested in
contemporary ink works and has observed many ink artists who have developed different
ideas over the past decades. | must say Bak Chiang’s work is both refreshing and
redefining. The exhibits capture the artist’s spirit of consistently reflecting, questioning
and experimenting with new grounds within the traditional Chinese painting in today’s
contemporary art world.

Bak Chiang is a bold artist. His drive to do things that are new and different are
well-complemented by his disciplined ways, and this exhibition is testament of his
potential to go far and beyond. | hope you’ll enjoy the works as much as | do.

RAINZAREE, BPAZEREINR, REMEFERX—RGEE M HEHRN
BRERe2E. FEEHEZNREMESEN, BERXERN —MRRMERE; MAZ
BREMEBMETER, EEHIAFENRBREINR, RABEX—EXRKTHE
HEHR K. RN —MEEFSEMSREKESHATHL, A MRAREERX S
ABREMEAFRANIR. EthER, sAHFEXY, MEWRBTFTABNER.
PARIFR REBBIETHEARIL, ERFNIEESNSANIRERFTEME
FFRE.

AEMUBCRT FBEZBEIWIL X ERN —RHEENXE. X EARMAP LT MER,
BHEWAREANBERRE, BLZAEITNHEREZHEHEKBELRELNEX.
BANAERTE R —EARBY SR KBERBEXE, H+FRNVIRITFZRETEM
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MEERITR—— X —RELARENRES, BEEI L k.

AERMERNINER. HERSFEENRRNS, B ELMBHWER, ERRENHES
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The Wrinkled Stone Kwok Kian Chow

Stones have fissures but not wrinkles. Stones are not flat unless they are cut and polished.
Yet Tay Bak Chiang’s stones are wrinkled and flat. This much is acknowledged by Tay, who
has chosen Z &4 “axe-wrinkles” or “axe textural strokes” to be the title of his exhibition at
the iPreciation Gallery. He is presenting the furtherance of his stones subject, now rendered
on canvas rather than rice paper. A greater flatness is ensured since the canvas, unlike the
rice paper, is impermeable. As a phrase, “wrinkled flat stone” may appear to be an
oxymoron, but it is a useful phrase to bear in mind in looking at Tay’s latest group of works.

While Tay’s works are all about rocks, in /ndulgence (page 72) we actually see a painted fold
in the upper right as if the rock becomes a piece of paper. This is the only graphic hint among
the works in the exhibition that suggests the crossover from rock to paper. The flatness or
the plane is otherwise presented as two dimensional in both visual and physical terms, while
the rocks taking on a new existence as a concept or metaphor.

The axe-textural strokes were first used in the 9" century by the landscape painter Jing Hao.
Li Tang of the Northern Song and subsequently Ma Yuan and Xia Gui of the Southern Song
evolved this particular system of textural stroke, a pictorial methodology to capture rock
surfaces. On the one hand, the textural stroke could be interpreted as an attempt to
represent verisimilitude, that is, realism. On the other hand, it could be read as Chinese
theoretical text had suggested, the provision of a visual frame for calligraphic and conceptual
expressions, thus bypassing realism.

This followed that the practice of the textural strokes could be contrived and formulaic if one
merely adhered to it as visual grammar to capture a physical landscape. Conversely, the
practice of which could provide a departure from any observance in representation. The
above division is, of course, a thin line. The latter points towards painting as writing, a dictum
of Chinese ink art, and is also why it is often said that Chinese ink painting has been abstract
from day one.

Tay Bak Chiang’s background in art was in ink painting. Ink was his medium until recent
years, when he moved from ink to pigments. The current exhibition further marks his
departure from the use of rice paper. The works, however, remain as “ink” in aesthetics.

Given that the ink art is inexorably entwined with rice paper, what do we make of the
transition to canvas? The absorbent paper helps define an ink painting, through its interplay
with brush movements, ink application, moistness, grains, texture - in other words, the sheer
interactivity between the artist, the medium and the paper. Traces of how the paper
responds to the ink are just as vital as how the ink has been applied onto the paper. The two
are one. In this sense, just as the ink painting is flush, non-layered and unified on a single
plane, with the canvas there is no hierarchy of ground and the painted subject. The choice
of the canvas, then, apart from its preexisting texture, is ironic to the ink painter.

Such is the conventional perspective on ink painting which emphasizes the interactivity of
brush, ink and paper, a perspective that has made paramount, if not overstated, over the
physical and technical properties of ink. But what is even more important is how such
aesthetic values have evolved over time, and how they continue to inspire contemporary art,
even if brush and ink may be substituted by other mediums.

Hence in a twist to the convention of ink landscape painting, Tay’s interpretation of stones,
which have long been regarded as the fundamental elements of landscape as the latter is
made up of mountains, and mountains in turn of rocks. Rocks were formed by calligraphic
brushwork and yet, as in the whole point about the textural stroke, the calligraphic should
also be independent of the representation of rocks. In the above chain of relations, Tay now
further deconstructs the stones and the calligraphic, by replacing ink with pigments, and
paper with canvas.

New sets of relations between the painted image and conventional themes are now forged.
Tay first captured stones as concept or metaphor but not without providing visual hints for
the physical stone; and with the use of canvas, Tay subverts the very convention of the
relation between ink and the rice paper. This dual denial of realism (and abstraction in the
sense of a modernist convention) and the paper at the core of the ink convention spells out
the range of Tay’s aesthetic syntheses and subversions. The four cardinal points represented
by four mythological animals - Azure Dragon (page 22), White Tiger (page 24),
Vermilion Bird (page 26), and Black Warrior (page 28) - looping through aesthetic
conventions of calligraphy and textural strokes, are now given fresh new imageries.



Underpinning Tay’s Stone series is also the economy of form, that is, a certain minimalism.
Herein lies another longer lineage of ink aesthetics which is sometimes understood
superficially, or even misappropriated, in modern and contemporary art as “Zen design”. This
term accentuates the clean line, austerity of forms and subdued colours but falls short of
apprehending the intricate Chan (Zen) philosophy that values personal insight over formal
doctrine. The 12" century court painter turned Chan Buddhist monk Liang Kai is regarded as
the originator of the xieyi style in painting, one that is characterized by minimalism of form and
spontaneity, as in the cursive form cao-calligraphy. The xieyi in painting, a term used often
interchangeably in Singapore with ink painting, in fact traces its genealogy to Chan philosophy.

Tay’s titles for his works often point towards the philosophical or literary, giving the stone
imagery new interpretations and yet avoiding any direct visual links to the images. In doing
so a greater room for contemplation is generated. The work & “Thin Relief” (page 34) is
one to highlight. This term is usually used in connection with seal carving or low relief
sculpture. The yi here is again the same yi term as in xieyi. The aesthetic value of subtlety or
minimalism is again at play here. Three dimensionality or the relief is thought of in terms of
subtlety, that it should be as close to flatness as possible. The seal, after all, is meant to be
inscribed like text on to the paper.

The artist’s light touch in traversing between cerebral notions of three-dimensionality and the
physical reality of flush and flatness negotiates abstraction and minimalism / xieyi. We can
look deeper into this in the context of the artist’s own trajectory, in particular the timeline of
the Stone series. The Stone works began “some years before 2010”:

As for the Stone series, | was first inspired on a walk in the Bukit Timah nature
reserve some years ago. | chanced to see rustic, unrefined granite rocks that
stood with an imposing, dignified spirit amid the greenery. | thought they were
like hermits, reclusive from the material world. They seemed to emit a cool
quietness, an air of indifference.

Tay’s recent exhibition on the series in Hong Kong carries the title The Story of the Stone,
invoking the 18™ century fiction The Story of the Stone (Dream of Red Chamber), broadly
recognized the greatest and most complex of Chinese fictions. It is the source material of an
entire contemporary discipline of Redology (from “red”), which consists of research and
discourse on the symbolism, historical references, philosophical ideas and literary dexterity
encapsulated in the multilayered allegory that is The Story of the Stone.

With its story set within nothing larger than two family estate compounds, its one hundred
and twenty or so chapters provide a captivating exploration of the breadth of the human
psyche and its entanglement with freedom and enslavement. Equally ambitious, the world of
The Story of the Stone comprises a full spectrum of imagery — the great expanse of a Song
monumental ink landscape is as prominent as a minute and precise rendition of an
inconspicuous corner of a room. According to some Redology scholars, the metaphor of a
stone or a pebble is alluded to by the disinclined manner in which the protagonist Jia Baoyu
comes into being in the mortal world, with the stone itself signifying the quandary between
freedom and enslavement. The former alludes to the stone existing in the eternity of Nature,
while the latter highlights the entrapment of everyday living within the constriction of social
structure, hierarchy and human relations.

In the years immediately following Tay’s art studies in the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts,
Singapore and the China Art Academy, Hangzhou, the ink painting major initially sought to
capture realistic and vivid images of everyday life. His paintings later turned “abstract” —
large blocks of almost flat colour field that accompanied realistic images, showing interest in
the process of interpretation hinted at by this juxtaposition. This was the case with the
earliest Stone series works which were mostly black stone blocks were accompanied by the
occasional bird, suggesting a physical setting. Gradually, the monochromatic blocks
became almost geometrically abstract in a new pictorial language in their own right,
separating them apart from the more figurative birds. The blocks, or “stones”, then became
the solitary form of the later Stone series works as the birds disappeared.



During the interim period, notably Tay Bak Chiang’s two exhibitions In Between Breaths
(2010) and Breath of the Sword (2013) — the identical “breath(s)” in the English versions of
the two exhibition titles were actually translations of two separate Chinese words — FEI%
(oreath as in breathing) and = (in gi of the sword, as in air, energy, power, aura, the manner
or the way of the sword). The former breath was Tay’s quest to move from the representation
of the physical into representation of the metaphysical. The artist then found new
expressions through the wuxia theme of breath as in air, movement, energy.

Tay’s works, over three years and two exhibitions, have moved from the creation of images
conceived as visual fields (“what is the lotus pond like in the eye of frogs...”) or visual
rendition of subject matters or themes (loyalty, plots, weaponry, martial arts movement,
deeds versus mis-deeds, heroes, and personalities in wuxia-genre...) to an abstraction that
transcends these subject matters.

The artist gave a hint of what he was developing in 2010 and this direction was to bear out
in the current Stone works — invoking fifth century poet Tao Yuanming, “if one’s heart truly
knows the zither’s music, why bother playing a stringed one?”, the artist then said, “I thought
I might as well depict a stone as a string-less zither, setting its music adrift in the world.”

If one followed the artist’s logic, it was not surprising that the birds around the stone began
to disappear, that the stone became a solid colour field, and that the texture of the stone
became stylized in a geometrical and graphic tendency that departed from its earlier
descriptiveness. This movement which may be described as heading towards greater
minimalism was actually maximalist in spirit. By this | mean the process of working in a
contemplative and meditative manner, allowing the eventual transformation from merely
physical representation to identification with the stone through the repetitive application of
pigment onto the paper.

The “stone as a string-less zither” should capture the stone and yet it should avoid the
realism of stone. To do this, Tay has to set the stone in a kind of tension, so to speak, that
even the pictorial elements in the painting evoke the contradiction between the usual

weightiness, hardness and texture of the stone, and what that is now rendered as a flat plane
with calligraphic fields and minimalist forms. The analogy to the “string-less zither” in this
case appears as the “stone-less stone”.

This carries on with the next layer of deconstruction — the denial of textural interaction
between the canvas and the painted “stone”. By applying pigments (which contained actual
mineral properties of stones) onto canvases, and by defying the convention of creating ink
painting on absorbent paper, Tay Bak Chiang has arrived at a new reduction of capturing the
spirit of ink by doing away with the “string” (technique, conventional medium, theme,
descriptiveness) and achieving a unity between contemplation and abstraction. Tay’s is not
a non-objective abstraction in the modernist sense. Such abstraction is to be avoided.
Tay has invoked the textural stroke convention as a way of a cultural or art historical access
to the tradition of the representation of stones as concomitantly a calligraphic field, and yet
further layered the Z854% “axe-wrinkles” with a physical flatness that is the canvas.

Kwok Kian Chow, art advisor and writer, has extensive museum management and curatorial experience of over
20 years. He is a regular commentator on Asian and global art developments and was the founding director
of the Singapore Art Museum and of the National Gallery Singapore, to which he is currently senior advisor.
Kwok fed in the development of the worid's largest collection of modern and contemporary Southeast Asian art
housed in the two museums.

Kwok helped initiate the AAMDEF - Asian Art Museum Directors’ Forum and is also a board member of CIMAM -
the International Committee of Museums and Collections of Modern Art and plays an important role in the annual
CIMAM conference on current global art and museum trends and concerns. Kwok is also a member of the
Guggenheim Museum Asian Art Council.

Kwok was awarded the Public Administration Silver Medal by Singapore in 2003, Chevalier de I’Ordre des Arts
et des Lettres by France in 2002 and Officier of the Order in 2009.
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As One

2014
160 x 140cm
Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Azure Dragon

2014

180 x 180cm

Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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160 x 140cm
Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Vermilion Bird

2014
140 x 200cm
Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Black Warrior

2014
160 x 140cm
Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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140 x 100cm

Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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2014
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Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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52

Zi: 3

Innocence

2014

200 x 140cm

Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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=

Larderite

2014
100 x 100cm
Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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A7
Dragon Orb

2014
140 x 140cm
Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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W

Double Lines

2014
140 x 140cm
Pigments and acrylic on canvas




60

X

Dagger Axe

2014

140 x 140cm

Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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62

Banz

Lunar Arch

2014

100 x 100cm

Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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AR

Celestial

2014

180 x 180cm

Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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THR

Cat’s Eye

2014

140 x 140cm

Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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Bt
Blue on White

2014
150 x 190cm
Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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ik FH

Armour

2014

140 x 140cm

Pigments and acrylic on canvas
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RSk
Indulgence
2013

200 x 300cm
Pigments and Chinese colours on canvas




iR

Leverage

2013

200 x 200cm

Pigments and Chinese colours on canvas
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=
Second to None

2012
140 x 140cm
Pigments and Chinese ink on canvas
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FZlZL

See the Light

2013

140 x 280cm

Pigments and Chinese colours on canvas




80

ELAO Pz 215

Disarray Series: Red Wall

2012

160 x 140cm

Pigments and Chinese colours on canvas
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