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REVIEW OF EXHIBITION BY
BRUSH PAINTER
CHENG LOPSIDED

] THE following com-
nents are prompted by
'ohnni Wong's review
Arts of the Times, Oc-
ober 20) of the recent ex-
ibition of Chinese brush
aintings by Cheng Haw
“hian.

I take strong exception
0 the bias and distortion
f facts expressed in this
articular review as I
hink readers of Wong's
sually balanced and
nowledgable reviews
nay come to accept at
ace value his altogether
ypsided evaluation of
'heng’s recent works.

First of all, to dismiss
he whole exhibition,
'hich comprised 61
aintings of a wide var-
ty of subject matters,
s “a disappointment” on
1e basis of his critique of
1e no-more-than-20 ani-
1al paintings was, to say
1e least, rather irrespon-
ble.

Although cursory tri-
utes were paid in the
losing paragraphs to
heng's landscape paint-
1gs, Wong occupied him-
>1f for the length of more
1an two-thirds of his ar-
cle with what he saw as
e “major and critical
ults” of Cheng's animal
aintings. Nothing was
entioned to inform the
*aders about the propor-
on of these animal
1intings in relation to
e other thematic varie-
es in the whole show.

Ample proof

Johnni Wong betrayed
s lack of any more than
iperficial understand-
g of Chinese brush
Linting when he routine-
identified particular
nres or themes execut-
| by Cheng with their
ore renowned past ex-
nplars. The readers
2re thus reminded of
ang Sun-Sen's horses
id cockerels, Chen Wen-
3i's cranes, Chao Shao-
¥'s Lingnan-style birds,
1d Chang Da-Chien’s
e of green, blue and
ange hues in his bolder
ndscabes.
While Chinese art
aces a lot of impor-
nce on convention and
opying the masters”, it
ust be borne in mind
at this is so only for the
1ining of disciples and
vices. What a percep-
re critic should do is to
>k beyoendithis surface
milarity and “kinship”
themes and technique
1d try to make sense of
e particular aesthetic
tentions of a given ar-
3t.
To cite but one in-
ance: Cheng's cranes

e undoubtedly more
nnravisatinnal in the

LETTER

brush-strokes and more
out-of-this-world in the
moods inveked than the
Singapore doyen's.
Johnni Wong contend-
ed that Cheng's Horse
“showed a weak under-
standing of the structure
of a horse's legs”, and

that the paintings of ani-:

mals such as the horse,
tiger, crane, koala, kan-
garoo and eagle were

One of CHENG HAW CHIEN's tiger paintings

“neither proportionately
correct nor aesthetically
pleasing”. Cheng's Ling-
nan birds also were
deemed not to “measure
up” — presumably to
Wong's preconceived
idea of Lingnan birds.
The fact is that Cheng,
by virtue of the modern
artistic culture he had
been exposed to, is one of
the few Chinese brush

painters who place more
importance on drawing
(both material and in-
spiration) from life than
copying past masters.
There is ample proof of
this in his landscapes and
the koala, kangaroo and
penguin scrolls.

Where and when it was
impractical to observe
from life at first hand,
Cheng would only then
resort to refreshing his
impression with past
masters’ works, photo-
graphs or anatomical
drawings. Cheng’'s horse
and tiger paintings are
seen to be inadequate in
this aspect only because
they do not tally with
Wong's preconceived
images of these animals.

Has Johnni Wong ever
asked himself, “How well
do I know horses’ ana-
tomy?"” Unfamiliarity
with particularity, as
against generality,
breeds strangeness and
disbelief. Cheng's tigers
and horses can be faulted
no more than, say, a cube
can be faulted for not be-
ing itself when painted in
a different colour, viewed
from a different angle
and in a different light.

Unreceptive

Has not Johnni Wong
conceded that Cheng's
“earlier works were

. among the best of Chin-

ese brush paintings in
this country”? Why then
was he so unreceptive fo
Cheng's recent efforts?
The way he wrote
about his disappoint-
ments only suggests that
there is something intrin-
sically wrong with the
way he views Chinese
brush paintings — per-
haps armed with essen-
values ana yarusucns.
There is nothing wrong
or lacking with Cheng's
animal paintings. On the
other hand, it was a re-
grettable loss for Johnni
Wong not to have taken
more time and heart to
savour the fine landscape
paintings, nearciy 30 of
them, more fully. For the
insights so gained in
“reading” the landscape
scrolls may be used to en-
hapce the appreciation of
the pictorial merits of the
animal paintings.

MORENA LONGBOW,
Kuala Lumpur.
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nouvélles  TAHITI .
I.A TECHN IOUE DE CHENG HAN CHIEN

VOUS CONNAISSEZ
;.QEINTURE A L'INDEX

LA

De lart traditionnel a I index

Meng Haw Chien qui ex- Port

Usigu’h aujourdhui 2 1'As- Dans & salle de 1"Association

i y Philanthmopique, 4. Cheng Haw
ique

“ll::t:;:‘t::::e?les cﬁ Chien, hier en début d'aprés
| s @ fait la démonstra- midi présentait a un public d’a-
e technique ancestrale  TEICUTS cet art ancestral, Le public
{ Iy peinture avee index.  €tait fasciné parla technique de

Wil 1rt chinois,c’est € coup de patte. )
I une uestion de ﬁfoigté L’arbre en fleurs et les petits
% urtistes ont ce don %O'scaux du paradis» étaient
par I'apprentissage de dessinés avec art et I'on ne peut
o oeuvre piclurale d qu’applaudir la technique de ce

peintre venu de Malaisie.
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