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Living Stills 

Early Western still life paintings often contained religious and allegorical symbolism relating to 

the objects depicted. Still life emerged from the painting of details in larger compositions with 

subjects, and historically has been often combined with figure subjects. By the late 16th 

century, still life gives the artist more freedom in the arrangement of elements within a 

composition than do paintings of other types such as landscape or portraiture. While still life 

occupied the lowest rung of the hierarchy of painting genres, they had been extremely 

popular with buyers traditionally. 

While the art of figure painting reached its peak in the Tang dynasty (618-907 C.E.), there 

were already records of painters whose primary subject was still life. During the Sung dynasty 

(960-1279 C.E.) the monumental detail began to emerge. A single bamboo shoot, flower, or 

bird provided the subject for a painting. With the ascendance of the Yuan dynasty (1271–

1368 C.E.) painting reached a new level of achievement, and under Mongol rule many 

aspects cultivated in Sung art were brought to culmination. The human figure assumed 

greater importance, and landscape painting acquired a new vitality. Still life compositions 

also came into greater prominence, especially bamboo painting.   

 

Employing local subject matter such as fruits, utensils and tools, the three artists, through their 

own Eastern and Western philosophy of art and their chosen mediums, will attempt to 

address the notion of still life in contemporary art practice today.  

 

 

 

 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hierarchy_of_genres
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Still Life Painting and the Nanyang Artists 

Yow Siew Kah 

According to literary historian Franco Moretti, the spread of modern ideas from the Western 

Europe to the rest of the world is like the growth of a tree. Rooted in cities like Paris, London or 

Berlin, the tree sprouts branches in Asia, Africa and Latin America, each developing 

morphological features that are shaped by the particular conditions of its location.  

The still life painting is such a tree. With roots deep in Western civilisation, nourished in 

the late 19th-century by trans-continental trade, colonial expansion and the rise of modern 

science, its limbs extended into Shanghai, Beijing and Hangzhou. While recognisable as 

being from the same tree as the branches in Western Europe, they also had qualities that 

resulted from adaptation to the environment of the Chinese cities. The still life paintings of the 

Nanyang Artists are related to these.  

There is no clear definition of the “Nanyang Artists”. But they are generally taken to 

be artists who were born in the early 20th-century, spent the formative years of their art-

making careers in China, and moved to Malaya and Singapore around the time of the 

Pacific War. The essay will discuss four of them: Georgette Chen (1906-1993), Liu Kang (1911-

2004), Chen Wen Hsi (1906-1991) and Cheong Soo Pieng (1917-1983). While in China, they 

were immersed in a culture of reform: a great number of political and cultural elites believed 

that China had fallen behind the industrial powers of North America and Western Europe, 

and radical changes were needed in its political, economic and cultural institutions.  

 Reforms took place in art education, and the traditional Chinese ink painting was 

targetted for being associated with “old” China. For at least a thousand years, the painting 

in ink on paper or silk was considered the most important type of art – a view held by rulers, 

priests, scholars and traders. From the early 20th-century onwards, however, artists began to 

question its canonical status.  

 New art schools were set up in key cities like Beijing, Shanghai and Hangzhou. 

Modelled after the modern art academies in Japan and Western Europe, in addition to 

Chinese ink painting, the schools offered classes in Western painting, design, art history and 

theory. For them, “art” was no longer just a painting created with a pliable brush. It was also 

a picture made with oil and canvas, or charcoal on paper, or, for the more adventurous, a 

combination of these materials.  

 Most art teachers and students believed in creating a kind of hybrid formation that 

included aesthetic elements borrowed from Chinese and Western paintings. There was, 

however, no dominant formula, and artists experimented with various combinations.  

 By the 1920s, two broad tendencies emerged. The first, associated with the Beijing-

based doyen Xu Beihong (1895-1953), believed in replacing the calligraphic brushwork of the 

Chinese ink painting with the optical realism of the Western academic art. The second, linked 

to another prominent figure in the reform movements, the Shanghai-based Liu Haisu (1896-

1994), was convinced that modern Chinese art could be made by infusing the traditional ink 



 Living Still 

 

Collection of Singapore Art Museum 
Image courtesy of the National Heritage Board 

 

Collection of Singapore Art Museum 
Image courtesy of the National Heritage Board 

 

painting with formal devices from Western modernist art, such as that by Van Gogh, Gauguin 

and Cezanne.  

 The Nanyang Artists belonged to the latter group. They were inspired by the 

modernist painting that was rooted in Paris in the late 19th-century, which, by the early 

decades of the 20th-century, had well-developed branches around the world, including the 

East Asian metropolises of Beijing, Shanghai and Tokyo. The artists took as model the art of 

Cezanne, Van Gogh, Matisse and Picasso. While doing so, they saw affinities between the 

formal features of this art and those of traditional Chinese painting. For them, the elements 

that distinguished European modernist paintings from their predecessors, such as loose 

brushwork, strong contours and flat surfaces, were also found in the works of the Yuan and 

Ming masters. 

 Of the Nanyang Artists, Geogette Chen is perhaps best known for her still life paintings. 

Having spent extended periods of her early life in New York and Paris, she lived in China in 

the decades of cultural reforms. Her paintings show a level of cosmopolitanism that is often 

seen in the oeuvre of a well travelled, culturally hybrid, artist who is looking to create a 

modern painting that could still be considered Chinese.  

  

Two of Chen’s best known still life paintings are “Mooncakes with Green Pomelo” 

(1965 – 1968) and “Still Life (Moon Festival Table)” (1965-1968). These paintings fit art historian 

Norman Bryson’s description of the Western still life picture: they features objects from the 

household interior, particularly those that relate to activities that are essential to bodily 

maintenance, such as eating and drinking. Rather than being monumental in scale, the 

objects tend to be small and of minor importance. 
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 Chen’s paintings show pomelos, lanterns, moon cakes and other sweet pastries that 

are commonly seen in a Chinese household around Mid-Autumn Festival. Held on the 

fifteenth day of the eighth month of the lunar calendar, the festival was of great 

cosmological significance for the Chinese people of all social strata in imperial times, and 

was still widely celebrated in the 20th-century.  

 The objects, despite their Chinese origins, are depicted in a ways that borrow from 

Western modernist paintings. The vivid colours and the brushwork are indebted to Van Gogh, 

and the absence of a unitary perspective is borrowed from Cezanne. Instead of describing 

the objects as they are seen around the house. Chen has arranged them on the table for 

pictorial effects, removing them from their functions, and isolating them in an aesthetic 

space. According to Bryson, this kind of still life painting, which is different from the type that 

depicts the kitchen table “as it is”, is particularly popular among the modernists.  

Despite its similarities to Western modernist art, 

one of the paintings, “Mooncakes with Green Pomelo” 

has a feature that recalls traditional Chinese ink painting: 

it is composed with the objects on the left and at the 

lower half. This “one-sided” composition, according to 

art historian Jerome Silbergeld, is often seen in 

landscape paintings of imperial China. Bryson argues 

that the objects in the still life painting are usually made 

to “stand for” something. That is, they are codes, when 

deciphered, may raise issues relating to ethnic, class and 

gender identities. The way this painting is put together 

offers a vision of Chen’s idea of modern Chinese art.  

Liu Kang is a key figure in the history of Singapore 

art, but he did not achieve this status with his still life 

paintings. Instead, he is admired for his human figures, 

especially the female form set in a pre-technological tropical 

landscape. Despite what he is known for, Liu painted still life pictures 

throughout his career. 

 One of the earliest examples of these is “Sunflowers” (1930). It features five sunflowers 

held in a water jug on a tabletop. There is a clear reference to Vincent van Gogh’s series of 

paintings of the same subject matter.  

 Liu completed the painting while travelling with his mentor, Liu Haisu, in Europe. As 

mentioned earlier, Liu Haisu believed that Chinese artists needed to “learn from the West” in 

order to modernise. For him, this meant studying the modernist aesthetics of the late 19th-

century painters like Van Gogh. He thought that the vibrant colours and free brushwork of 

their paintings signified individualism, spontaneity and freedom to express - essential 

attributes that the new Chinese society needed. This view of modern Chinese art informed 

Liu Kang’s career to a large extent. 
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Spontaneity is certainly a main feature of “Sunflowers”. The brushstrokes” appear to 

be hastily applied, suggesting that the Liu Kang wants to capture the flowers set in front of 

him as quickly as possible. The artist also wants to be spontaneous in the sense of painting 

without forethought or planning. This is evident in the unbalance composition: the jar is high, 

and together with the asymmetrical arrangement of the flowers, makes the bouquet look like 

it is going to tip over to the left side. 

Liu Kang also admired Paul Cezanne, and in another of his still life painting, “Breakfast” 

(1932), also painted in Europe, he borrowed from the French modernist master. The artwork 

features a breakfast tray, on which there is cream, sugar, a hot beverage, a dish for toast, 

and part of an open book. The objects sit on a table covered with a cloth printed with green 

stripes. There is also a chair nearby, suggested by a visible armrest.  

Like in a Cezanne still life painting, the objects in “Breakfast” are painted from 

different perspectives: the tray and the dish are seen from the top, while the cup and the 

porcelain containers for cream and sugar are seen from the side. Unlike Cezanne, however, 

whose still life paintings seem to be aesthetic spaces, “Breakfast” shows objects that are laid 

out like they would be at the first meal of the day: small, trivial, and arranged in an arc so 

that they are within the reach of the person seated on the chair. In this regard, this artwork 

recalls some of the still life paintings found earlier in Western art history – those that feature 

objects as they appear on the table or in the kitchen.  

 Still life paintings continued to be a part 

of Liu Kang’s life after he moved from China to 

Singapore. His “Fruits and Plants” (1955) shows 

the presence of yet another European 

modernist: Henri Matisse, whom he credited as 

a key influence in his career. The painting, 

done in pastel, has a jar with leaves and a 

bowl of fruit resting on a tabletop, among 

other fruit and vegetable items. Instead of 

modelling the space using areas of light and 

dark, Liu indicated the presence and absence 

of light with blocks of colours – a technique 

that is common in Matisse’s art.  

 Chen Wen Hsi is another Nanyang Artist who created still life 

paintings. Like Liu Kang, however, these do not feature prominently in his oeuvre: he is best 

known for his paintings, completed in Chinese ink and Western oil, of the great outdoors, 

including animals like gibbons and herons.  

 In the 1950s and 1960s, Chen painted a series of untitled still life in pastel. As most of 

these were completed when he was still teaching in schools, they were likely treated as 

academic exercises. Like Liu Kang’s “Fruits and Plants”, bright colours dominate. And light on 

the objects is represented with colours, not shading.  

Collection of Singapore Art Museum  
Image courtesy of the National Heritage Board 
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However, Chen’s paintings appear more abstract: the surfaces of the objects facing 

the viewer are painted in geometric shapes. The same treatment is given to the tabletops 

and the walls, reducing the ground-object distinction. The depiction of surfaces as geometric 

shapes shows the influence of Western modernist art, as does and the reduction of the 

internal distance in the virtual space of the painting. But, according to the artist, that was not 

the only inspiration: the reduced form of the traditional Chinese painting also inspired him.  

 Geometric shapes dominate the still life paintings of Cheong Soo Pieng, another 

Nanyang Artist. An example is his “Still Life” (1957). Similar to Chen Wen Hsi’s art, the objects, 

including some fruit, a vase and a glass, are expressed in geometric shapes defined by bold 

contours. Likewise, the tabletop and the wall are depicted as rectangles. But unlike Chen’s 

paintings, the tabletop in “Still Life” is not a horizontal optical plane but a vertical one, and 

the objects looking like they might fall to the feet of the viewer.  

 Cheong expands on this “vertical” feature in a 

painting created two years later, “Goats, Figures and 

Jugs” (1959). As the title suggests, this is not a still life 

painting in the same sense as those that we have 

seen above. Rather, it is a depiction of what appears 

to be an outdoor space. 

There are two jugs, one 

upright and the other lying 

sideways, in front of a 

landscape that consists of a 

house, three goats and a 

man dressed in sarong. The 

painting depicts the actual 

horizontal plane on which the 

house, the animals and the 

man sit as a vertical plane. The figures and 

objects do not overlap: the jugs are nearest 

to the artist, and are shown near the lower edge of painting, while 

the rest, being further into the distance, are painted closer to the top. 

This kind of “shifting” perspective, coupled with the long rectangular 

format of the painting, is likely borrowed from the traditional Chinese 

hanging scroll.  

 The still life paintings of the Nanyang Artists come from a 

branch of a genre of art that has its source in the metropolises of 

Western Europe. While they belong to the same family as the paintings of Cezanne, Van 

Gogh and Matisse, they are also distinguished Western modernist art in having significant 

formal components borrowed from the traditional Chinese ink painting.   
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Untitled Ekphrasis 

Lian Hai Guang 

 

—What comes round, disappears; comes again, vanishes; repeats this, again and again, 

until it leaves you benumbed; like one who hears too many times at once, the roar of a 

Boeing 737 taking flight?  

 

I recall Grandpa’s Chinese brush oscillating through the air, leaving wet ink strokes on rice 

paper. I used to cringe at the smell of Chinese ink, fussed that it left the room smelling like old 

socks and vinegar. Grandpa would laugh, and then insist that I would grow to adore it, miss it, 

long for it. And to make sure that happened, he would put me in charge of grinding the ink. 

He took pains to ensure that I got the right consistency; that I attacked the ink stone at the 

most strategic angle, gave it the right amount of water, and produced ink darker than 

midnight. To test the quality of my work, he would bring the ink stone to the window ledge: if 

the ink I produced caught the reflection of the moon, I passed.  

 

The next step was to lay the rice paper. Grandpa used to preach, that good rice paper 

leads the ink where you want it to go. So, I watched as he worked the parchment. 

Sometimes, the performance would commence with quick spatters on paper that looked ad 

hoc and incoherent—random marks on paper executed with a vehemence; but then, just as 

one loses heart in the aesthetic promise of the piece, Grandpa would resolve the image with 

the addition of a most inconspicuous dot or dab: in a most natural turn of things, the sensible 

image began to look like it was there the whole time—how foolish was one to have not seen 

it coming! Other times, Grandpa would start slow, conscientiously carving out shapes and 

forms, pushing ink as though running it down rivers and streams; when it seemed like the 

course had run into its inevitable end, he would give his brush an feverish twist, wielding it 

almost like whip, tying up the piece quicker than lightning. There, tamed and subdued, lay 

the aftermath of that passing storm, his latest artistic frenzy. Though his movements were 

dramatic, Grandpa painted the humblest things—fruits. He was so obsessed about them, 

that I think he had an illustrated compendium of his favourite local produce somewhere, 

though I only have a vague impression of this. 

 

—What comes round, disappears; comes again, vanishes; repeats this, again and again, 

until it leaves you benumbed; like one who hears too many times at once, the roar of a 

Boeing 737 taking flight?  

 

Even though it was a hassle, Pa refused to discard the rattan-weave baskets that Grandpa 

kept; so they came along with us to our new home. Our otherwise modern HDB was littered 

with these rattan weavings of all sizes, and so were the memories of my childhood: here is 

one that I used while trapping bubbler crabs from the beach, there is another that we used 

to hold loose change and keys; and there again, one more for the ang paos and mandarins 

during Chinese New Year. Pa held on to these with a ferocity that went against his usual 

nonchalant nature.  
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Somehow, Pa took up oil painting, and like Grandpa, obsessed over fruits. The smell of 

Chinese ink gave way to that of unripe, green, tangy citruses that Pa used for his paintings. 

Pa’s hobby was a slight improvement from Grandpa’s, since the oils he used were odourless. 

(I guess it was an improvement?) 

 

With Grandpa gone, I sat down at sessions with Pa instead. Pa told tales as he painted, and 

there was this particular one about Grandpa that stuck with me: apparently, Grandpa used 

to be a Meepok Man, whose meepok was so good, he earned enough to open his own 

kopitiam. Things were going well until people began preferring air-conditioned restaurants, 

foreign cuisine and lavish dinners to simple coffee-shop fares. Grandpa’s kopitiam was 

unable to keep up with the times, and it eventually folded. He was left with nothing but those 

rattan baskets that he used to keep eggs and dry goods in; so he held on to them as 

keepsake. I asked Pa what were his reasons for holding on to them.  

 

To hold our fruits, he said.  

 

—What comes round, disappears; comes again, vanishes; repeats this, again and again, 

until it leaves you benumbed; like one who hears too many times at once, the roar of a 

Boeing 737 taking flight?  

 

I still prefer the idea of them holding eggs and dry goods. Pa was wrong. Grandpa left more 

than just rattan baskets. Eventually, I picked up Grandpa’s Chinese ink moves while tossing 

mee. 

 

Sometimes it would seem to me, that things move and fail to move at the same time. Events 

in my life appear to be craftily joined at the most unsuspecting parts of the narrative, 

producing something like a video on loop. A most uncanny feeling. If I try to hard to 

penetrate this mystery, I get this ringing in my ears; something like the tone you hear when 

the TV test-grid comes up at the end of a day’s programming. It opens up a void, negates, 

blocks me out; and then things go quiet and stationary, while I gradually realise the presence 

of something long and large, lurking beneath the surface and undergirding the events in my 

life. 

 

So, What comes round, disappears; comes again, vanishes; repeats this, again and again, 

until it leaves you benumbed; like one who hears too many times at once, the roar of a 

Boeing 737 taking flight?  
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Foo Kwee Horng 

 

A play on the meaning of Left and Right, not just as in their positional sense but as what that 

has remained for Left and what that is correct for Right.  Hence the work on the right side 

takes on the added meaning of being correct, albeit painted in neutral tint to highlight the 

dying nature of such a trade. The image on the left side is what that has remained, a kopi 

cup in this instance. Rendered in colour pencil but in reality, they are just remnants of the 

trade, an object of nostalgia, nothing more. I have adapted a traditional concept of still life 

as emerging from the painting of details in larger compositions and often combined with 

figure subjects. Combining this with the chosen still life and presenting them via two circles, 

the viewer is akin to seeing them through a pair of binoculars but yet there is a gross 

collimation error. The two images are not identical and incongruent. What is left may not be 

right! 
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Foo Kwee Horng by Pan Huiting 

 

Diptych (noun):  

 

We begin with 5 diptychs. 

 

1. a hinged two-leaved tablet for writing 

on with a stylus. From the Greek 

díptychos, folded together, or 

double-layered.  

 

 

 

Foo wants to present us with a double-

layered, a bi-nocular vision. See the two 

orbicular canvases. On the left an object in 

colour, on the right the human subject in 

shades of gray. Grayed out, faded. There is 

time in colour. Old age is often associated 

with gray hair. Dying trades. 

 

2. a. a similar tablet of wood or metal, 

containing on one leaf the names of 

those among the living and on the 

other those among the dead for 

whom prayers and Masses are said.  

 

On the left is the object that is left. On the 

right is the human subject. Unlike the human 

subject, time does not exist with the object. 

Consequently, the object does not 

experience mortality. For the object, death 

does not come. We call death a passing 

away because it is a passing away of time. 

 

b. a list of such persons. 

 

 

The 5 diptychs serve to inventory, archive, 

record before the subjects vanish completely 

with the passage of time. Life stilled through 

still life. 

 

c. the intercession during which these 

names are introduced. 

 

Kopi cup. Cockerel bowl. Weighing scales. 

Satay fan. Cobbler’s anvil. The objects 

remain, endure to intercede for us, between 

us and our vanished past. Lenses, portholes, 

binoculars on an otherwise inaccessible 

reality, bringing closer a distant time. 
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Living Stills #1 Left: Kopi Cup, dia. 38cm, watercolour and colour pencil on paper, 2015 
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Living Stills #1 Right: Kopi Man, dia. 38cm, watercolour on paper, 2015 
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Living Stills #5 Left: Cobbler’s Anvil, dia. 38cm, watercolour on paper, 2015 
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Living Stills #5 Right: Cobbler, dia. 38cm, watercolour on paper, 2015 
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Living Still #4 Left: Palm Leaf Fan, dia. 38cm, watercolour and colour pencil on paper, 2015
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Living Stills #4 Right: Satay Man, dia. 38cm, watercolour on paper, 2015  
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Living Stills #3 Left: Chinese Weighing Scale, dia. 38cm watercolour on paper, 2015  
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Living Stills #3 Right: Sinseh, dia. 38cm, watercolour on paper, 2015 
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Living Stills #2 Left: Cockeral Bowls, dia. 38cm, watercolour and colour pencil on paper, 2015
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Living Stills #2 Right: Noodle Man, dia. 38cm, watercolour on paper, 2015
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Richard Lim  

 

My work engages local subject matter organized around the theme of domestic nostalgia. I 

try to imbue ordinary local objects with an extra-ordinary feel to facilitate the rediscovery of 

things that people think they have already found.  

 

Beautiful portrayals of familiar objects are not only comforting, but also remind people of 

positive experiences they can draw strength from. I believe this reworking of the ordinary 

reaffirms precious memories that we hold dear to our identities. My still life paintings depict 

everyday items, some including iconic anachronisms from the past, in a casual meeting, 

sprawled over a warmly lit surface. Their compositions suggest a light-heartedness of mind 

and composure of spirit.  



 Living Still 

 

Richard Lim by Pan Huiting 

These are objects that one would find to be traditional, or vintage: 

cola in a glass bottle instead of a can, a 酒壶 or wine pot. “Vintage” 

recalls winemaking, vineyards, grapes. So often still life features a 

bowl of fruit. But are these simply items of nostalgia, a yearning to 

return to a former time or home – “nostalgia” comes from the Greek 

word nostos, for homecoming? 

The coincidence of the bottle with a cola gummy arrests me. 

 

If nostalgia is the object, then our homecoming is imbued with 

strangeness. A square wooden box filled with flowers turned 

towards the light. A 发糕 blooms behind. The line of floor stops 

abruptly. Vanishing point takes on a new meaning. 

                                                                 

These are very deliberate 

arrangements. The pears lean this 

way and that just so. They are 

presented for our deliberation. We 

have passed by many fallen plums in 

our lives, but that pair in the 

background, shouldn’t they be 

further off the left edge of the 

canvas? The one furthest away in the 

background seems like a glass eye 

gazing back at me. It’s very blankness is a void that takes me in. 

Lest you think that vintage is familiar – what can be more 

domestic than a basket of fruits? Is there any shadow in your 

home with such penumbras of azure and rose? Perhaps the 

search for familiarity in objects can only emerge fruitless since 

objection is inherent in objects. The Latin obicere, from which the 

word “object” is derived literally means to throw something 

against the senses. The object can only be apprehended in 

opposition. 

In Lim’s still lifes, the familiar is transformed into something familiar, or as familiar as a world 

can be when seen through the eyes of another. 
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Fruitful 不离不弃 

50.5 x 50.5cm, oil on canvas, 2015 
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吉 Plentiful 

50.5 x 50.5cm, oil on canvas, 2015  
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土生土长 renewal 

 50.5 x 61cm, oil on canvas, 2009 
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怀念 Reminiscent 

50.5 x 61cm, oil on canvas, 2011
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五花聚顶 Refresh 

50.5 x 61cm, oil on canvas, 2011 
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常旺 Rejoice 

50.5 x 61cm, oil on canvas, 2010
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Blissful 幸福 

61 x 50.5cm, oil on canvas, 2015 
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源源不绝 Return 

50.5 x 61cm, oil on canvas, 2014 
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保留 Retain 

45 x 45cm, oil on canvas, 2011
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自得其乐 Respective 

45 x 45cm, oil on canvas, 2015 
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常聚 Reproduce 

30 x 40cm, oil on canvas, 2015 
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花开富贵 Bloom of Fortune 

56 x 71cm, oil on canvas, 2009 
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常忆 Retrospect 

49.5 x 60cm, oil on canvas, 2009 
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常满 Bountiful 

61 x 50.5cm, oil on canvas, 2009 
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Ling Yang Chang 

 

In this particular series, I wanted to recreate our local fruits in simple lines with the application 

of Chinese ink onto rice paper. The accents of these fruits are highlighted through the 

XINGBAI (醒白 ) method, an adaptation of the traditional Chinese ink painting style of 

XINGMO (醒墨), which uses strong ink pigments to emphasize upon the strength of a painting.  

A traditional Chinese ink painting of fruits would seek to bring out the fragrance and flavour 

of its subject by way of vibrant hues and intricate shading, but I chose to inverse the method. 

By doing so, the contrasting opposites create a visual focus that enhances the painting with 

a different form of appeal. The layering of tones is meant to strike the onlooker as initially 

unfamiliar yet strangely soothing. 

Calligraphic annotations blend with the fruits to stretch the composition and elucidate a 

lingering yet eluding sense of vastness despite the size of the subject matter itself. The writings 

document my musings as I ponder upon the fruits that I have painted. The stamping of 

Chinese seal engravings are an injection of distinct focal points that demand little attention, 

and bring a feeling of completion through the balance it provides. 
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Ling Yang Chang by Pan Huiting 

The first image that struck me was the glowing pool of white in the 

middle of the dark fibrous husk. Thus I began to notice the white in 

Ling’s paintings. 

White paint is the lightest light in a painter’s arsenal, or the white 

ground of the paper or canvas. A digital or media artist may have 

the luminosity of the screen extending his repertoire, but the 

judicious application of whites as highlights remain one of the 

main methods that artists use to accent their paintings. 

Ling’s paintings were all composed on toned paper.  

All whites would have to be applied. 

The shapes are that of mangosteens. But the colours are white. 

One would think that the yellow ground would be well-suited for 

purple. 

  

It is not that he will not paint the 

colours that are there as this watermelon shows. But it is the 

white fruits – the snowy rambutans, the bananas that look like 

they have been covered with plaster of paris that fascinate me. 

If words are the carriers of thought, then the scale of the 

pomegranate in relation to the expanse of calligraphy makes 

me suspect that he is not as interested in painting the objects 

as they appear but what they mean to him.  

“不曉得石榴是否是熱帶果實只是在市集裡常見有人販賣…” – he 

does not know if the pomegranate is a tropical fruit but he sees 

it frequently sold in the market – a quick search would have 

resolved this but as I have mentioned earlier, it is not objective 

reality that interests him. 

“…而提筆劃記其愛之多子多孫之萬意也。” – which prompts him to 

pick up his brush and in the process of painting, consider the 

symbolism of fertility that is associated with it. 

In this way, the painting process becomes a contemplative process and the whites, traces of 

this process.  

The crimson seeds of the pomegranate glisten in their skein of white like many blood-red sons 

together with the spot of red on the rice paper. 
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Bananas, 34 x 34cm, Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015 
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Watermelon, 34 x 34cm, Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015  
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Papaya, 34 x 34cm, Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015 
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Coconuts, 34 x 34cm, Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015 
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Rambutans, 34 x34cm, Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015 
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Durians, 34 x 34cm, Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015 
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Rambutans, 34 x 34cm, Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015 

 

 

 

 

 



 Living Still 

 

 

 

Pineapple, 34 x 34cm Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015 

 

 

 

 

 



 Living Still 

 

 

 

 

Mangoesteens, 34 x 34cm, Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015 
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Durians, 34 x 34cm, Chinese ink and colours on paper, 2015 
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