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Break through limitations and keep creating

As many as 90% of graduates from art academies each year are female, but few women
embark on a career in artistic creation. What challenges and opportunities do these three
female contemporary artists—Chen Yanyun, Hong Xuezhen and Kumari Nahappan face—who
come from different generations and art academies? How do they sustain a strong creative
impulse and their original aspirations under the pressures of daily life?

Sculpture installation artist Kumari: Creative resources come from oneself

The 2.3-ton bronze sculpture Nutmeg and Dry Skin outside the ION mall on Orchard Road is by
Kumari Nahappan, 69. The weight of that sculpture is at least one ton, which obviously
demands a great deal of physical and mental energy, and that is why there are few female
sculptors.

Born in Klang, Selangor, Malaysia and now a Singapore citizen, Kumari said that her first choice
of career was to be an artist, but it was difficult to make a living by engaging in art full-time. She
first chose a more practical path of interior design, studying it at the Willesden Technical College
in London in the 1970s. Later she taught at a local university in Malaysia for seven years and
then worked as an interior designer for eight years. At the age of 37, Kumari settled in
Singapore with her businessman husband and started an artistic career. She studied Fine Arts
at LASALLE College of the Arts, started to have solo painting exhibitions, and obtained a Master
of Fine Arts from RMIT University.

Kumari said, “I try everything along the way to achieve the goals of an artist. When opportunity
comes, | follow. To do art at this age, | am more mature and serious. Without enthusiasm for art,
it is impossible to closely follow one’s goal. For me, art isn't about creating things, it's about
challenging myself.”

At that time, Kumari had two boys and two girls to care for. She only had time to read and
create after 10:00pm in the evening when the children went to bed, and often stayed up until
three or four in the morning. “It's hard work, but what's not hard work? If you really want to do it,
you will do it.” Kumari said that at that time, mobile phones had not been invented, and it was
easier to focus.

When the children were finally older and Kumari had more time, she gained more experience,
growth and wider vision in her creative process. She concluded that the past 10 years have
been her golden period of creation. When she started out, she could not get resources and help
from institutions, unlike today's art workers who enjoy relatively more resources. Therefore,
“artists must have a strong impulse to create, and the resources must come from themselves,
so that they know how to manage resources and find their path. An artist's inner spiritual
strength needs to be strong to keep pressing on.”
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Creating public works of art

Kumari's creative medium was initially abstract painting and installation, but out of passion for
three-dimensional art, she turned to sculpture to establish a conversation with space. Since
2000, she has been known for her public art works based on nature, mostly in the shape of
fruits, seeds and spices. The sculpture Acacia Beans is displayed in the Terminal 3 of Changi
Airport, and Spicy is exhibited in the National Museum. Her works have found their spots in
Kuala Lumpur, Manila, Chengdu, and Shanghai etc., and many have been exhibited in Japan,
South Korea, the Netherlands, and Switzerland etc. She won the 2011 Shanghai Art Fair Artist
of the Year Award, and the 2004 Ksatria Seni Award from Museum Rudana, Ubud, Bali.

Kumari said that public art could only be created through commissioning of works by
organisations. Most of them knocked on her door or contacted her through a curator. Her latest
partner is the Singapore Botanic Gardens. Due to the pandemic, she declined an invitation to
exhibit in Venice this year; she had previously participated in group exhibitions affiliated with the
Venice Biennale in 2017 and 2019. Sculpting materials she uses include bronze, fibreglass,
wood, and aluminum cast in Thailand, and the shapes of her creations come from the heart.

“Do we need to create avocado sculptures? It's not necessary. However, things like chillies are
everyday ingredients on the dining table, where art and culture come together. We need to
create something that touches the heart, and is felt deeply through the hands, eyes, nose, ears,
and taste buds, so that the work is full of energy. Through simple objects from daily life, we
celebrate Southeast Asian cultures and bring them to other places to exhibit. For example,
acacia beans come from this region, and the public in other places will recognise it as a
representative of the heart of our cultures. We should be proud of our cultural identity,” said
Kumari.

Art creation requires time to lay a solid foundation and gain a deep understanding. Kumari’s
words to young art workers are to keep moving forward ceaselessly. It only takes one or two
hours to work on the craft every day and the small efforts will accumulate and grow into
something big. Not every piece of work will be successful, and that is okay, as long as one
keeps striving on the path of art.



