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FOREWORD Helina Chan

Zhuang Shengtao (EF%), was born in Chaozhou, China in 1944,
In 1955, at the age of 11, Zhuang migrated to Singapore with his
family. He began studying Chinese painting and calligraphy under
the tutelage of renowned Singaporean calligrapher, See Hiang To
(lEESE) in 1964. Zhuang's discipleship with See gave him a
steadfast grounding in the full range of formalistic calligraphic
styles. Later, Zhuang enrolled in foundation art classes at the
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, where he was introduced to
different kinds of media such as charcoal, acrylic, and oil. Despite
the exposure to other media, he remained deeply captivated by
Chinese ink painting, which he found to be his most suitable means
of expression. Zhuang excelled in his academic studies and later
obtained both a Bachelor’s degree (First Class Honours, 1972) and
Master’'s degree (1977) in Chinese literature, from Nanyang
University. Not only did he acquire valuable knowledge in the
Chinese classics from his university education, he also had the
opportunity to pursue his growing interest in modern literature and
philosophy. Zhuang attributes much of his crucial development
as an artist to these formative years of study as a Chinese
literati scholar, noting that it is important for artists to relate to the
process of thought and the accumulation of knowledge in order to
gain a deeper understanding of themselves and their search for
an identity.

This exhibition brings together a selection of ink works that were
created between the years 1984 to 2010, a period marked by a
significant progression in Zhuang’s artistic expression with ink.
These works are a synthesis of traditional and contemporary
sentiments, where sweeping brush strokes reminiscent of modern
Western aesthetics meet abstract characters that retain the
fundamentals and symbolism of Chinese calligraphy. Zhuang



incorporates the expressiveness and vitality of the Western art he
encountered during his travels to Europe and the USA in the 1980s
into these works, at the same time paying tribute to his roots in
Chinese literature, ink painting and calligraphy. This exhibition is a
valuable opportunity for the audience to immerse themselves in the
poetic expressionism of the scholastic works of Zhuang, a pioneer
artist in the practice of contemporary ink.



Ink Dance
Zhuang Shengtao’s Art of Ink by Lee Chor Lin

When Zhuang Shengtao came to Singapore at the age of 11 from
Chaozhou, China, he felt an acute sense of displace- ment in his
new home — tropical, post-colonial, and English -dominant. Back in
China his budding talent in art was just being discovered by a
teacher, who displayed his work on the class notice board. Later he
had a little taste of of the grown-up aesthetic world when his
teachers brought him on an excursion to the city to experience art.
In Singapore he found solace in art, practicing calligraphy nightly
with his cousins and friends, under the tutelage of avuncular
members in the neighbourhood. Winning a top prize in
small-standard-script calligraphy (xiaokai /\N#) in a compet- ition
(1958), Zhuang gained recognition from leading calligraphers in
Singapore, including See Hiang To &€, who accepted the young
boy's request to be a disciple. The last years of Zhuang’s
adolescence were spent training in the full range of formalistic
calligraphy styles, especially seal style (zhuanti ZEfK). This
foundation in brushwork defines the artistic intuition of Zhuang.
Like his predecessors in the literati artist school, Zhuang excels in
‘great expressionism’ daxieyi KE&E and ‘wild cursive’ kuangcao
JEE, in which the velocity of brush movements work with the
texture of ink to create an expressive representation.

Zhuang’s conviction in art was so strong that he seriously
contemplated art school at the expense of university education.
Though he was talked out of that approach, he did enroll in
foundation classes at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, and later
majoring in Chinese literature at Nanyang University (a separate
institution). Following closely the classical conception of a Chinese
art education, in which both the text and its brushwork are
venerated, Zhuang had hoped that studying Chinese literature
would help nurture his art. Although later in his maturity he might



have been amused by this naivety, Zhuang excelled in his
academic studies, gaining a first class honours (1972) and master’s
degree (1977), both in Chinese literature.

Zhuang’s own preparation for a career as a literati artist was
systematic. He and a cohort of See Hiang To disciples formed an
ink art society in 1966-67, aptly named Ink Waves (molan she £
#t). The goal was to create a new forum for traditional artistic
pursuits. Until the late 1980s, Zhuang was active in the Chinese
calligraphy-painting scene in Singapore and Kuala Lumpur,
exhibiting works in ink and seal carving, serving as a judge for art
competitions and asked to advise official agencies such as the
Culture Foundation. Zhuang became a Chinese language teacher,
and enjoyed a meteoric rise in reputation as an outstanding
calligrapher and leading figure in the circle of art, basking in the
gentle influence exerted by his teacher, and working vigorously on
his craft. In his own words, Zhuang “painted whenever he found
time to, after school, no weekends, no vacations.”

Zhuang knew he had come upon a bottleneck by the end of 1970s,
weary of the tedium of his day job as a school teacher, despairing
of alternatives that will allow him to paint full time. This anxiety was
heightened by growing disenchantment with traditional and
antiquarian Chinese aesthetics in Singapore, then a burgeoning
industrialised economy fascinated by the popular culture
transmitted through nifty technological inventions churned out
from the US and western Europe. But Zhuang would hear
encouraging and discerning words from a different group of
people he encountered outside his circle — in modern-style
galleries with their multiethnic clientele. Amongst these, a
Vietnamese art dealer, Ha Thuc Canh {A/{&#), who started out as a



patron and quickly became friend, ignited Zhuang’s yearning for a
grand tour of art

In the absence of a thriving art and museum scene in Singapore to
allow artists to keep up with trends and developments, many
aspiring artists here looked for opportunities to pursue their calling
in Europe and the USA. For Zhuang, situation was compounded by
the stagnation of China’s art scene, thanks to the Cultural revolution
(1966 - 1976). He made a leap of faith, taking time off from
teaching and embarking on a year long sojourn in France in 1981,
to immerse himself in an art-rich environment of museums and art
galleries. Then in late 1982 he made his way to New York City. In
the contemporary art museums of both continents, Zhuang felt
particularly invigorated at the sight of the works of Jackson Pollock,
whose drip technique executed with the canvas on the floor which
Zhuang likened to poge style calligraphy (& ‘convention-
breaking’) and ‘great expressionism’ daxieyi K5 & painting. From
then on, he would write and paint hovering over the paper on the
floor. Pollock marked the beginning of Zhuang’s transformation in
style, as well as in his concept of art. Zhuang quit teaching
completely in 1987 to study art on the West Coast of the USA. Like
the traditional Chinese men of letters who saw travelling to embrace
the great wonders of nature as part of character building, Zhuang
went to the National Parks of the western American states for their
dramatic landscapes, and observed seasonal changes. This
American experience, integrated with Zhuang'’s strong Chinese
foundation, was to usher in a new self-awakening in Zhuang’s art,
still deeply rooted in ink. In an early work dated 1988 and entitled
Autumn (p.23), Zhuang pays homage to America by experimenting
with Pollockesque splish-splashes in a red-and-brown fall palette.
He continued several years later along this trajectory with bolder



strokes of ink in Yellowness, 1996 (p.33).

This exhibition pools together significant highlights of Zhuang’s
works between 1984 and 2010. This body of 35 works also stands
as a testament to an artist’s tireless quest for a contemporary voice
in Chinese calligraphy and ink art.

As calligraphy is the genesis of Zhuang’s art, it is important
to understand some breakthroughs he made in three calligraphy
works presented here. Zhuang's unconventional composition
signals his full intention to push the boundary of ‘wild cursive’ and
‘convention-breaking’ calligraphy, writing to the edge of the paper.
After a spate of long-distanced travelling and exhibitions between
1981 and 84, Zhuang found solace in copying rubbings of master
calligraphy works (/intie). Soon, however, Zhuang freed himself
from the constraint of the model master works and took the bold
step of writing large characters using huge brushes and bottled ink
(instead of grinding ink on slab), often nearly filling up the paper
surface with ink, rejecting the voids so necessary in traditional
composition. Added into the ink at random, varying amounts of
water would alter the word forms, so they become voluminous
black strokes and swirls, layered in gradations of ink. In his
introductory note of an eight-page catalogue published in 1985,
Zhuang’s excitement in his new-found liberation sounds
out-of-control: “Using the large brush my strokes have become
uncontrollable. | can’t stop, as | write more and more, the words
get bigger and bigger.”

Zhuang sourced texts from the classics and canonic poetry, but
he truncated and reduced phrases to an interesting effect. So,
in Du Fu’s lamentation for Li Bai’s exile (Dreaming of Li Bai II,



meng Li Bai, gi er 8Z=H& "), Zhuang lifted four words (gian giu
wan sui F#F%, p.17) from the better known 10-word couplet
(giangiuwan suiming T % %, jimoshenhoushi R ESF%H), as if
to accentuate the unending vastness of Du’s sorrow.

Likewise, the 1995 work, bian de yi shan, ({E8—LL: ‘hark, a
mountain comes to view’, p.31 ) cites the moment of discovery of
the eponymous place of interest quoted from Tao Yuanming’s
Peach Blossoms (taohuayuanji #&{EJRiE). In Zhuang's mind,
another work from 1984, Modern Civilisation (xian dai wen ming I
RCHR. p.19), is a full expression of what contemporary calligraphy
could be. Measuring slightly more than a metre square, the
characters are monumental, the result of an ink-soaked brush
moving on the paper with great velocity, borrowing the physical
strength of his bending body.

During the 1990s, Zhuang succeeded in finding a contemporary
idiom for his calligraphy. Now he began to dissolve strokes meant
for words into paintings. The strong calligraphic foundation
inherited from his master See Hiang To, would now be applied to
light, sound and colour he saw in nature. Still deeply moved by the
autumns he had experienced in France and the West Coast,
Zhuang continued to sustain the Pollock-inspired rhythm with his
own palette of ink and pigment on rice paper. Works such as
Untitled, 1994 (p.25), Deepness 3, 1995 (p.29), Autumn, 1995
(p.27) and Yellowness, 1996 (p.33) show a mid-career artist
exploring new grounds, tentative perhaps, but mindful and hopeful
for this new direction. He also took another brave decision in 1996,
moving to Suzhou, China, for what he felt was a new environment
more conducive to his art.



In the series named By the Yard (1, 2, 3, 5 and 6, executed in 1998
and 1999), the artist demonstrates his prowess in brush and ink,
taking daxieyi paintings into a different realm. Perhaps the new
environment Zhuang had created for himself in Suzhou gave him
new impetus. Hardly a nocturnal worker, Zhuang chose to paint the
night light in the woods he enjoyed strolling through. These
paintings have a delightful hue of purple tucked subtly amidst the
heavily inked blackness, suggestive of the shades and qualities
of darkness the artist saw in the shadows cast by forest forms. A
celebration of shadows, the By the Yard series (p.35-44)
foreshadows Zhuang’s latter musings with colour, but is still firmly
grounded in his masterly grasp of traditional Chinese calligraphy.

Zhuang believes that to free his art of the brush to a new horizon is
to go beyond the achievements of masters of daxieyi — Xu Wei 178,
Chen Chun F&5Z, Shi Tao A7 of the Ming, the eight Yangzhou
Eccentrics ##M/\i% of the Qing and the Shanghai School. His
calligraphy works hardly ever return to legibility from his
established ‘wild cursive’ form, and his paintings remain
non-representative and abstract. As if to mark this new found
vocabulary, colours appeared in a number of works of 2005 & 2006
and are so named: Cyan, (p.55), Blue 1, (p.49), Blue 2 (p.51), Blue
(p.59) and Red (p.61). Individually they tell of the artist’'s eagerness
to bring colours back into his ink world, but this in his own way —
with large brushes, creating voluminous masses using lots of ink,
and painting on the floor. With the exception of Cyan, which is still
black dominant, occasionally letting cyan tinges sip in, Zhuang
frees up his space to enjoy the exuberance of the pigments and the
magic when they mix and merge. See loosely as a group in
hindsight, it is easy to conjecture that they form a staging ground
for Zhuang’s next breakthrough with colours.



A rare series of polychrome works done in 2008 are coded “zhc”,
for zhongcai EX (p.73-80), loosely translated as ‘heavily
coloured’. Rare because they are a significant departure from his
ink repertoire. All four zhc were executed approximately 12 years
after moving to Suzhou. “I wanted to expand my style and to deal
with the 3000 unfinished works in my studio, so | started to use
heavy colours...although | won't over do it...and will maintain the
Expressionist quality which is key in the art of ink painting”, Zhuang
explains.

Describing more the intention and direction than the final
product, these ‘heavily coloured’ paintings are delightful exercises
in free strokes of pigment, floating and dancing on a blackened
darkness, which was created over Zhuang’'s former brush
exercises. Translucence is the word that comes to mind and that
guides the eye to appreciate the how the deep blackness in the
background can attain a luminescent quality through the veil of a
secondary set of colours.

The pure ink series, 2008 (shuimo, 7KZ ‘Ink’, p.65-72) and
Moonlight Sonata, 2010 (p.81-86) become more interesting if we
consider them a return to monochrome brushwork after his
peregrination through expressionist calligraphy and colour
exploration. All are painted on a standard size sheet of about 187
by 69 cm, a relatively expansive surface for his swiftness in energy
and a virtuoso display of panache. They recall the origin of
Zhuang’s art in calligraphy, which has now evolved into massive
landscapes of ink movements, and what he reckons as a kind of
musicality of brushwork.

It may be slightly tricky for untrained eye to differentiate his



calligraphy from paintings, but Zhuang is very certain about this:
“In calligraphy the strokes can be long and thin, but in painting |
want the strokes to be juicy and big...” As for the texture of ink,
Zhuang toyed with the contrast of light wash against thick intensity,
although eventually he knew he was aiming for a blunt and strong
visual effect with full opaqueness. Three of the Moonlight Sonata
series (p.81-86) are clearly executed with huge ink-saturated brush
and accomplished in one or very few strokes, like Zhuang's
capricious interpretation of the ftraditional one-stroke
calligraphy, yibizi (—%%).

Zhuang continues to work in Suzhou and has only recently returned
to Singapore to show the fruit of his development as an artist since
his departure. His absence from the Singapore scene has a
surprising effect, because those of us left behind can now fully
appreciate through his dynamic development of style an artist’s
single-minded devotion to creating a contemporary voice for a
classical medium.

Lee Chor Lin, art historian, independent curator, was between 2013 and 2016 the Chief
Executive Officer of Arts Festival Limited, a new independent company set up to run the
35-year-old Singapore International Festival of Arts Festival. Lee has been an active player
in museum development in Singapore for the past 30 years. She started her career in 1985
as a young curator of Southeast Asian art of the National Museum, and then senior curator
of the Asian Civilisations Museum between 1993 and 2002. In 2002, Lee was entrusted with
the task of redeveloping the National Museum of Singapore, overseeing the construction of
the museum’s extension, regenerating the museum’s team, direction and audiences. Lee’s
most recent museum work include the refurbishment of the Scholar’s Gallery at the Asian
Civilisations Museum (2015), as well as the Singapore Parliament in history display at the
Old Parliament House (2016). For her work in the arts and museum, Lee was conferred
Chevalier de I'Ordre des Arts et des Lettres by the French government in 2009 and
Cavaliere, Ordine della Stella d'ltalia by the ltalian government in 2012.
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EEFENERBEBEFMBEEXNARBEAIENTERRATHIR,
BMEATIEAMNRIBEFERBERTANREX. EBFAFEZ
B, EFEARITAMNZ AR AN HEZIDLZI, /Hﬁtﬂ’ﬂﬁfﬁﬂﬁj:’é.%
R, ZMBHEMEAMNTEERZHTENZ RIS KRBT H M
W, EEFENFEREBE. %ffxﬁ—;"t_ﬁ’\]ﬂ%ﬂﬁﬁﬂ],ﬂﬁ £4
BRRERRT, N E R E. EI1958FM—NPELLRES, &
RENNEBE, BMNEZHBEZRNBEES. EEELAIENMH
FERFEEE, BREREAT. MILENDFERHMEST, 5%
HEESH. PEREEMRTERFNEERPEINK. thFATH
EXABUBEAR, BAXRERAE, PUTERE,

EXPERIERNNE, BEEFZNE . FREINME, BERRK
ZREFETZLENEARRE. EREHFFERE, BEHAIA
EiFEARAE, MEBTHEXE, FAIMMERZAREENEE. hiF
SERESREBXMTEAERDHE, MEXFZENRERIINF, £
RXFRANE SRR (1972) & MEZ46 (1977) .

FEEARAXABER, 1966-67 FE5TLARER BF 0107 24t
CHRTAERBENTES. F1980FRKK, EERTHIN
PEF TEEREPERFZZFR, AZHEEBHFTH, HIEHEE
HIXAHEEIE, EAREARKLNENRRS F. S MESHEE,
EMHXEN, ANtBERPENRMEFERXREE L, BNRRTE
RBEFGEDR, EFREREMBS, RMEESRNBHETE,
FEEIZEX RN, BROGE: “REEE, REAR, REEHRM. 7
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BAEEY, hARER, DREXRTER, BSRMERINEEEF
TR 7o

B BB BT AN A XA Z ARE AL FIHTURGL, Sh R RFTEE MBI
ZERE WEFENSEFBREERRENY <. EEIHESE,
BEINXURESRETERAPESZFNHER, hEBEHFTN
BEMRR. AEEIIBIFERENZARNES, SN THE,
FZEILACRBTRXZAREME, BFEYIEKIL LM EIE, B
BRENEBREERFNZARESR. 1982F K, EXEAR, zH4
AEXME. ERERLMNZRAMEREANER, EEHTARH -
BB TERERRN R, BREER, QEIPEASEMNEEER
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ik FERYE fEEE T IR E FLAE 89 63 .

1987 FEFFRHIR, HEXEAEREER. BUHTAZTF DB
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d, XA, BFMNE, TRBER RALEXNEFIRZ . ARE
HAEFFI984E20102BM3SHEEFM, EMMBHNRIELE
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DEREMZARESN, MEDEMBGENRE, £=F B AEaHhH
A—nt. BRENKRRE—REN, FHEBHAEEERANDSE, B
THEEMEELZNRR. IMHFTHANEEEREN. £1981%
1984 F EESMRFRBENR D, RMETIRM. R EEFEH
BIEMWMNER, FAKE, MEREBK, THE, FAEEMHHHNK
F,ERTHFEFEEHRANEA. WINETESKNSERS T
FHRNZHMER . EE1985F R EEMER B FIRIXEHR
OEEFERENA: “BHRPEMPER, THILEFHTR. 3,
MEHZ, bHE#X.”

ERERNFALRHHNEAE—BDFR, RAD M mmER.
WFHES> (V7)) REMBE B FEEHE D) TRZ ‘“TRES A,
RESEE . RARXAON T, EEFAAMSIAEABETRSEANL
PRGN . 1995 F AR ER—LD (p.31)3RE «HRTEIRIE> , Filk
MAFRENBEFTEALZIAEIINBENRE . 2T <K
(p.19), EBIAR BRI HEIHNIMR. WIE—FTKK, EEEWIHNE
HES, EERERMZT, FHRE/E KRR

1990F K, ERTHRETHEIARNBALOE. W A E Rl E i
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MUAPHETFEAEENCRE. EFERMUPEREIERSHE
7, UEBRNEBRMRPREHRIEE F.

ERARBINBHESHE, A, /\X, BFRHM/VZE, HXfbgyEh
EBRHATA. EERETECHR—EREREG, EEH PO ERED
E, i E N2 EEEImERkMRT. 2005-2006FH—RFI1E
mES BB A Cyan (p.55), Blue 1(p.49), Blue 2 (p.51),
Blue(p.59), Red (p.61). W BRILB¥HRAEBEMNER, MMH
HNIERKRE, R¥, WEH EEE. BRT Cyanbl s, NiE1EmE L
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Qian Qiu Wan Sui
FMRES

1984
105 x 104 cm
Ink on paper
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Xian Dai Wen Ming
WA
1984

104 x 104 cm
Ink on paper
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Untitled

1988
65.5 x 35 cm
Ink and colour on paper
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Autumn

1988
104 x 104 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Untitled

1994
98 x 67.5 cm
Ink and colour on paper
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Autumn

1995
98 x 68 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Deepness 3

1995
34 x 46 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Bian De Yi Shan
fEB—L
1995

52 x 50.5 cm
Ink on paper
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Yellowness

1996
35 x 44.5cm
Ink and color on paper
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By the Yard 1

1998
98 x 67 cm
Ink and color on paper
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By the Yard 2

1998
99 X 67.5cm
Ink and color on paper
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By the Yard 3

1999
97 x 67.5 cm
Inkand color on paper
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By the Yard 5

1998
98 x 68 cm
Ink and color on paper
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By the Yard 6

1999
96 x 178 cm
Ink and color on paper
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New Studio 1

2004
69 X 100 cm
Chinese Ink on paper
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New Studio 2

2004
69 X 100 cm
Chinese Ink on paper
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Blue 1

2005
83 x37cm
Chinese Ink and colour on paper
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Blue 2

2005
83 x 44 cm
Ink and colour on paper
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Path

2005
55.5x 84 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Cyan

2005
60 x 83.5 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Dawn

2005
84 x 60 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Blue

2006
180 x 97 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Red

2006
180 x 97 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Untitled

2008
98 x 67.5cm
Ink on paper
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Shuimo 402
7K £& 402

2008
69 X 138 cm
Ink on paper

65






Shuimo 403
K& 403

2008
69 X 138 cm
Ink on paper
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Shuimo 404
K& 404

2008
69 X 138 cm
Ink on paper
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Shuimo 406
K2 406

2008
69 X 138 cm
Ink on paper
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Zhongcai 404
B} 404

2008
137 x 68.5 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Zhongcai 405
BEX 405

2008
137 x 68.5 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Zhongcai 407
B¥ 407

2008
137 x 68.5 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Zhongcai 408
E¥ 408

2008
137 x 68.5 cm
Ink and color on paper
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Moonlight Sonata 601

2010
180 x 97 cm
Ink on paper
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Moonlight Sonata

2010
180.5x 97.5 cm
Ink on paper
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Moonlight Sonata

2010
180.5 x 97 cm
Ink on paper
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Zhuang Shengtao

(b. 1944, Guangdong Province, China)

B

Education

1964 Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, Chinese Painting and Calligraphy

1972 BA (Hons) First Class, Nanyang University

1977 MA, Nanyang University

1981 Studied French at Nice University

1987 Travelled to the USA and Enrolled in the Advanced English Program
at the Monterey Institute of international Studies, California.

1988 Enrolled in a print making course at the Cornish College of the Arts,
Seattle, USA

1990 M.F.A, University of Washington, USA

Selected Solo Exhibitions

1979

1980

1982

1985

1986

1994

First Solo Exhibition, Hilton Hotel, Singapore.

Second Solo Exhibition, Alliance Francaise, Singapore.

Third Solo Exhibition: Work in Paris, Gallery of James Tan, Singapore.
Zhuang Shengtao: New Work, National Museum Art Gallery, Singapore.
Shengtao’s Way, Alpha Gallery, Singapore.

Autumn Poems, Shenn’ Fine Art, Singapore
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Selected Group Exhibitions

1982

1983

1984

1987

1990

1993

1995

1998

1999

2006

2007

2008

2009

Participated in the 3rd ASEAN Traveling Art Exhibitions

Participated in the 3 Singaporean Artists exhibition in Australia,
organized by the Raya Gallery, Melbourne.

Participated in the 4th ASEAN Traveling Art Exhibitions
Participated in the New Direction, Singapore Contemporary Art
in the 80’s, and The National Museum Centennial Art Exhibition,

Singapore National Museum Art Gallery.

Participated in the MFA Shows, Henry Gallery,
University of Washington, Seattle Washington, USA.

Participated in the Journey of Ink exhibition,

Singapore National Museum Art Gallery.

Represented Singapore in the 2nd ASEAN Workshop, Symposium,
and Exhibition on Aesthetics, at the Cultural Centre in Manila,

The Philippines

Participated in Perception, Drawings by 6 Singaporean Artists,
Cicada Gallery, Singapore.

Participated in Power and Poetry, Monuments and Meditations in
Chinese Contemporary Ink Painting, Singapore Art Museum.

Participated in the Exposition of Arts, Shanghai,China.

Participated in the 5th International Ink Painting Biennial of
Shenzhen, Shenzhen China.

Participated in the Exploration: New Ink Art Shanghai.China.

Participated in, A Florid Movement of Harmony,
In Celebration of the 15th Anniversary of the SIP”s Founding.

Exhibition at Bense Art Museum, China.
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