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A retrospective narrated by the artist; revisiting the artistic path of Chua Ek Kay

The retrospective exhibition The Clarity After (— R /& k& Z8) featuring the works of Cultural
Medallion recipient Chua Ek Kay is being held at LASALLE College of the Arts, highlighting his
deep connection with the institution. The 50 works on display come from a significant private
collection in Singapore. The exhibition adopts a personal perspective, using quotations,
manuscripts, videos and other documentary materials to allow the artist to seemingly “narrate”
his life journey. Together with recorded recollections from his students, friends and family, the
exhibition gives viewers a glimpse into Chua’s lifelong search for a visual language.

The Clarity After (—’R /& & Z8), a retrospective honouring Cultural Medallion artist Chua Ek Kay
(1947-2008), showcases 50 works created between 1989 and 2007 from a significant local
private collection. The collector couple spent more than a decade building their Chua Ek Kay
collection and previously exhibited more than 20 other works in 2018 at the Singapore
Management University School of Social Sciences.

Independent curator and guest curator of this exhibition Patricia Ong said in an interview that
this exhibition begins from a personal angle, using documents such as quotations,
manuscripts, videos and sketches to allow the artist to “narrate” his life story. Complemented
by recollection interviews with his students, friends and family, the exhibition offers a glimpse
into the artist’s lifelong search for his own visual language.

The choice of LASALLE as the exhibition venue was based on Chua Ek Kay’s deep relationship
with the College. The exhibition is divided into eight sections, beginning with “LASALLE and
the Australia Years”, which marked a turning point in the artist’s creative career. In the late
1980s, at the invitation of then-President of LASALLE Brother Joseph McNally, Chua enrolled
in LASALLE’s one year and nine month full-time higher diploma programme. He said, “| learnt
the basic concepts and theories of Western art at the art College. | integrated everything |
learnt into my Chinese ink painting...”

Well-versed in tradition while faring in contemporary interpretation

LASALLE Senior Fellow and Cultural Medallion recipient Milenko Prvacki first met Chua in the
early 1990s and was deeply impressed by his “calm yet resolute presence”. Prvacki said, “He
carried himself with a gentleness that belied the intensity of his commitment to art. Our
conversations often drifted between painting, teaching, and life, and | sensed in him an artist
who was deeply aware of tradition yet unafraid to reimagine it for the present.”

The first Chua Ek Kay work which the collectors bought was Old Building (1B4%).

Chua later furthered his studies at the University of Tasmania and Western Sydney University.
As a disciple of the Shanghai School painter, Fan Changgian, his foundation in traditional
Chinese ink painting collided with contemporary art trends, producing new sparks and a fusion
of Eastern and Western brushwork. In his paintings of Australian scenery, he incorporated
Western linear perspective, as seen in works like Returning to the Source ([RJ3E) and Autumn
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Winds in May Across the Southern Sky (B A fAXiERIX). Reeds in the Wind (R H )& %) was
influenced by Indigenous art, evoking a profound sense of historical contemplation.

Chua’s orchid paintings are not composed like traditional ink works; instead, they adopted a
Western perspective to construct space, using ink and light to envelop the subject, giving a
sense of Western still-life painting. In one orchid painting (2001), he inscribed: “Inscribed at the
village home, seeking a different principle of painting, yet remaining true at heart”, conveying
his desire to reinterpret the orchid from a new perspective.

Freely moving between tradition and abstraction

Regarding the street-scene series, Patricia Ong revealed that Old Building (IH#%) (1990) was the
first work the collector couple purchased upon returning to Singapore from overseas, after
seeing it hanging on the wall of a private housing show flat. This began their journey of
collecting Chua’s works.

As Singapore has no mountains, Chua painted houses instead. Beginning in 1988, Chua’s
street-scene series directed the viewer’s gaze into the depth of the streets, creating an
immersive spatial atmosphere. His street scenes appear in three modes: first, continuing the
traditional lineage with realistic brushwork documenting everyday life; second, focusing on the
sense of history and weathered texture in cityscapes, such as in Back Lane of Jalan Besar (&
=2 FFE) (2007); and third, using abstract expressions to present disappearing street
scenes, often fragmented and distant, such as in Amoy Street (& [7]#]) (2005). The artist rotated
among these approaches, freely moving between traditional and abstract modes of expression.
Chua once said that he used to paint very seriously when he began, pursuing a personal style,
but gradually he felt more relaxed and at ease as he progressed.

The Water Town Series is an extension of the street-scene series. Depicting water towns in
China, Chua avoided picturesque bridges and flowing streams, instead focusing on broken
walls, old tiles, electric poles and eaves. His ink technique is dense and powerful, as seen in
Old House in Moon Pond (B iB#2 E). As a former curator at the Singapore Art Museum and
National Gallery Singapore, Patricia Ong participated in Chua’s 2005 solo exhibition at the
Shanghai Art Museum and later accompanied him for field studies to Hong Village in Anhui
Province, China. In June this year, she revisited Hong Village to record some video footage,
which visitors may watch by scanning the QR code during the exhibition and compare them
with the artworks.

Painting lotus like conducting a symphony orchestra

In his Lotus Series, Chua painted like a conductor of a symphony orchestra, using shifting ink
tones and flexible lines to capture the stillness within motion in lotus ponds, as well as fleeting
moments of time. The first work seen upon entering the exhibition, The Clarity After (— /& &
2°), evokes the clarity after sudden rain, and the insight that comes after turbulence settles,
hinting at the artist’s path of merging tradition and modernity. Chua once said: “To continue
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developing this subject, | must first free myself from its limitations. My inspiration does not
have to be the lotus... it may be a perceivable form, or it may not.”

The exhibition screens videos of Chua’s early interviews and his second residency experience
at the Singapore Tyler Print Institute (STPI) in 2007. Together with the chair he sat on, brushes
and inkstones he used and high-resolution reproductions of his manuscripts allow the artist to
share his life journey with viewers. His abstract work Island Series (5153 %1)) (2002) pays
homage to Shi Tao, the outstanding painter and one of the Four Monks from the early Qing
dynasty. Chua often discussed Shi Tao’s life stories and painting theories with his students.

Patricia Ong said that although Chua appeared quiet, his brushstrokes held passionate energy.
She recalled that before he passed away from cancer, he had bought light fixtures and chairs
with great enthusiasm, intending to decorate a new studio near Sophia Hills, but he
unfortunately passed away in 2008. The work Spring Returns Amid Wind and Rain (K. X i&
#), was signed with “;B5JF” (“Sea of Clarity Studio”), leading Patricia Ong to wonder why
because Chua usually signed his work with “F#&” (“Embracing Grace Studio”). Was “}EI&J5”
meant to be the name of his new studio?

The exhibition runs from now until 20 December, Monday to Saturday, 12pm to 7pm (closed on
Sundays and public holidays), at Gallery 1, LASALLE College of the Arts, 1 McNally Street,
Singapore 187940. A Chinese lecture titled “Ink and Critical Thinking (& 5 B #%)” will be held on
29 November at 3pm at Block F, Level 2, Room 202, together with the launch of an art
catalogue.



