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PIC T U R I NG NA N YA NG: T H E C U LT U R A L EFFEC T OF
T H E CH I N E SE DI A SPOR A I N M A L AYA

SARAH ABU BAKAR

Curate celebrates the best of Nanyang art in a unique show titled
Nanyang: A Private Selling Exhibition, which showcases some of the finest
masterpieces by pioneering Malaysian and Singaporean artists.
Nanyang or ‘Southern Seas’ is a term originally coined in the late 1920s by
literary intelligentsia to indicate contemporary Chinese narratives written
based on local subjects.
Prominent historian Wang Gungwu stated that “the word ‘Nanyang’, the
‘Southern Ocean’, is used as an equivalent of the more recent coinage,
‘South-east Asia’. But there is an important difference. There is implied
in the word ‘Nanyang’ territories which have been reached by sea, by the
South China Sea, and consequently, the areas which specially concern the
Nanyang Chinese have been the key coastal strips of mainla nd Southeast Asia.”
Cultural observer Kwok Kian Chow described that at the time, the
Nanyang style was neither a representation of a “specific aesthetic
paradigm” nor did it express the “notions of linguistic vernacularism (as
in the May Fourth Movement), Social Realism or aestheticism”. What
and how could then be the best stance to illustrate this geographically
focused style of painting that also represented a significant period in the
development of art?
This exhibition is a survey of works by a selection of artists who had
advocated the spirit of regionalism in depicting scenic landscapes of a
new and faraway homeland and adoringly captured local essences by
incorporating Chinese art with Western techniques. Aimed to highlight
connections and coherence, this show will encourage viewers to develop
their own understanding of the Nanyang style thus promoting continuity
emotionally and culturally in preserving the history of our region. This
exclusive exhibition also provides an opportunity for discerning collectors
to acquire and possess a precious piece of history.
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T H E BEGI N N I NG
The opening up of the treaty ports in China in the nineteenth century
had profoundly affected the artistic landscape and art education of
China. Artists were introduced to a greater array of Western artistic ideas
and materials such as oil paint. With the collapse of the traditional art
society, a new acceptance perceiving Western art as the ideal solution
against the belief that Chinese art was “locked into a cycle of antiquated
restrictions and guidelines” and had arrived at “a state of stagnation”, had
propelled the New Culture Movement in the mid 1910s.
In driving the modernisation process of the new Republic, education was
identified as the key fundamental in need of transformation to support
the new economy. An important figure tasked to expand and upgrade
the curricula was Cai Yuanpei (1868 – 1940), the Republic’s first Minister
of Education. He believed that by integrating elements of Western and
Chinese cultures and the inculcation of the two ideals will thenceforth
shape the modern Chinese mind.
Modern art academies were established under Cai’s active support for
the reformation of artistic training system such as the Beijing Art School
in 1918 and National Art Academy, Hangzhou in 1928. Modeled upon the
European and Japanese art schools, the tertiary education system became
the driving force of the artistic revolution in China. Other distinguished
art schools in the cosmopolitan city of Shanghai were the Xin Hua School
of Art, Shanghai Art University and the Shanghai School of Fine Arts.
By the mid to late 1920s, these schools had produced their first batch of
graduates and many of whom had moved abroad to Western art centres
such as Paris and London to pursue higher education. Upon returning to
China from Europe, these artists would often stop over in Southeast Asia,
particularly in Singapore, the centre of Malaya in search of new patrons
among the Overseas Chinese communities and to exhibit their artworks.
Singapore and Penang became significant distribution centres and market
for Chinese art outside of China.
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T H E COM M U N I T Y
The increasing growth of the Overseas Chinese communities in Singapore
and Malaya in the 1930s attracted artists and art educationists to settle
permanently in Southeast Asia to contribute their talents towards developing
the fledgling art scene. Many were born and were graduates and alumni of art
academies in China, particularly from Shanghai Art University, the Shanghai
School of Fine Arts and the Xin Hua School of Art. Among them were Chen Wen
Hsi (1906 – 1991), Chuah Thean Teng (1912 – 2008), Lee Cheng Yong (1913 – 1974),
Khaw Sia (1913 – 1984) and Kuo Ju Ping (1913 – 1966).
During the early years of the 1920s, a proliferation of small scale studios
appeared in Singapore to provide basic training in art. The presence of art
schools during the pre-war era have been identified as the Overseas Chinese Art
Academy (Hua Qiao Art Academy) founded by Chen Bingzhen in 1922; Mei Gui
Arts Academy in 1929 by Lin Youfei; the Nan Xing Specialized School for the
Arts in 1931; and a few founded between 1937 and 1938 were Bai Lu Art Academy
by Lin Junde; Jiang Xinhua’s Xi Nan Art Academy; Xi Hu Art Academy by Deng
Siyi and Chen Daju; and an art school founded by a Russian, Mengya Sigen Art
Academy.
Another significant art school, the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA), was
founded by Lim Hak Tai in 1938 in same Nanyang spirit to necessitate the art
education of the Overseas Chinese community. The school ceased operations
during World War II (1941 – 1945) and continued to open since 1946 until today.
Instigated through a network of contacts from China, NAFA was initiated by the
Overseas Chinese art communities in Singapore and Malaya and particularly by
an Overseas Chinese businessman based in Singapore, Chen Juexiang. A former
graduate of Jimei High School in Xianmen, China, Chen was also one of the
founding members of the Jimei Overseas Students Association.
Lim Hak Tai was a former art teacher at Xianmen School of Art, a private art
school established by artist Huang Suibi in 1918 which was later merged with
another private school, Xianmen Private Academy for Drawing founded by Wang
Yiyun and was renamed Xianmen Specialized School of Art in 1922. The school
was forced to cease operations due to the outbreak of Sino-Japanese war in
mid 1937. To avoid the escalating conflict, Lim and a number of his colleagues
fled to Nanyang. While in transit in Singapore, Lim, as a former teacher of Jimei
High in China met with Jimei Overseas Student Association representative Chen
Juexiang and the discussions to promote Overseas Chinese education ensued.
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In Penang, self-taught artist Yong Mun Sen (1896 – 1962), also
known as the “Father of Malaysian Painting” formed the Penang
Chinese Art Club in 1935 with fellow artist Lee Cheng Yong
who was appointed president. He also initiated the formation of
Society of Chinese Artists in Singapore the same year and held
the position of vice president. He also founded an art studio in
Penang. There are several records of the establishment of Yong’s
art studio, Wei Guan Studio at Chulia Street Penang in 1922 and
Tai Koon Art Studio, a photography studio located on the same
street in the same year. The former was later changed to Mun
Sen Gallery in 1930.
Lee Cheng Yong was a dedicated art teacher at Chung Ling
High School in Penang while Chen Wen Hsi taught Chinese ink
painting at NAFA in 1951 after establishing a successful career
as an artist abroad. Both art educators were graduates of Xin
Hua Art Academy in Shanghai. Another alumnus of the same
school was Khaw Sia who had taken private classes under the
great British watercolour painter Sir Russell Flint in London in
1933. Kuo Ju Ping studied at Pai Yuen Secondary School in China
before attending Chung Ling High School in Penang and was
later enrolled to NAFA. He was among the first batch of NAFA
graduates in 1940 and upon graduation offered art classes to
high schools in Penang which included Chung Ling, Union, Li Tek
and Han Chiang. Chuah Thean Teng on the other had briefly
received formal art training at Amoy Academy of Art in Fujian,
China but was disrupted due to illness. After going through
the hardships of war in Malaya in the 1940s and venturing into
unsuccessful businesses, Chuah taught art at Han Chiang High
School in Penang in the 1950s, followed by Chung Ling High
School in the 1960s to earn a stable income.
What these artists had in common was their exposure in art
education in China which promoted Western ideologies, their
desire to cultivate art education and to contribute to the
society, their migration to the region, and their passion coupled
with talent to create art, which had inadvertently made their
mark in the history of modern art.

Yong Mun Sen at work

NAFA celebrates its 40th anniversary

Photo Cour tesy Of
PE N A N G M U S E U M A N D S TAT E A RT G A L L E RY a n d
N A N YA N G AC A D E M Y O F F I N E A RT S
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T H E ROM A N T IC S
The concept of Nanyang style which was conceived by artists who
emigrated from China (known as first generation) and those who were born
in Malaya (second generation) whom were influenced by the pioneer artists
is distinctive because of the circumstances that they endured. Besides
adjusting to local conditions, their attempt to offer alternative visual
solutions based on Western techniques and teachings and at the same
time apply traditional modes reflect the challenges they face in their
newfound land.
Distinguished art historian T.K. Sabapathy suggested that the locality of
the thematic content of a Nanyang work aims to identify oneself in a
current setting: “The subject matter of these themes are derived from the
immediate surroundings of the artists...the “localness of the place” was
consciously adopted as a programme for activity, manifesting an aesthetic
position by all Nanyang artists.”
The notion of ‘Nanyang colour’ - inherited from Nanyang Chinese
Literature - derived from ‘Nanyangnisation’ by transmitting a literary
concept promoted by intellectuals Dai Yinlang, Tchang Ju Chi and Chen
Lianqing into a pictorial concept.
The aesthetic ideology of introducing works with ‘Nanyang colour’ into
the literary sphere was advocated by prolific writer Zhang Jinyan who
made “emotive appeals” to local writers in their writings: “We must try
to describe our life in Nanyang, to describe it boldly. If we can do so,
Nanyang literature will shine with dazzling splendour”, as art critic and
curator Seng Yu Jin stated in his research paper.
The Nanyang style hence comprised of “landscapes featuring villages (the
Malay kampung), mosques, temples, rivers, still-life consisting of fruits,
and domestic utensils” and “rituals, festivals and other forms of daily
work” executed in infused techniques of Paris School of Art and Chinese
ink and brush painting.
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T H E A E ST H ET IC S
The artistic direction of NAFA was expressed through a series of
objectives, envisioned by Lim Hak Tai as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

Fusion of art of the East and West
Integration of the cultures and cultural essences of the four races
Development of the spirit of science and trends of modern thinking
Expression of a local tropical flavour and the creation of a Nanyang art style
Emphasis on the educational and social functions of fine art

There is a sixth manifesto (in no particular order) which was penned in Lim’s
foreword to a special issue catalogue titled The Art of Young Malayans to
celebrate the fifteenth graduating class of NAFA in 1955 which states:
• The reflection of the needs of the local (the Chinese ter m ben ba ng is used
here) people

Although these directives form the motivation of Nanyang art, not
all students of NAFA necessarily represent the Nanyang style as their
explorations in various themes are guided by each individual’s stylistic
preference.
The significance of NAFA during the first few years of inception as an
artistic platform in shaping the aesthetics of an authentic Nanyang style
was due to its close ties with the Society of Chinese Artists, whose
exclusive membership in 1935 was only granted to the alumnus of the
three prestigious academies in Shanghai, demonstrating symbolic and
cultural capital.
Art historian and artist Redza Piyadasa described the choice of styles
adopted by the immigrant Chinese artists as eclectic – borrowing and
adapting Eastern and Western methods - to achieve individual expressive
needs.
The complexity of Nanyang art and Nanyang style involves socio-political
influences from the diasporic communities and migration in the region,
modern Chinese philosophy, the Sino-Japanese war in China (1937 – 1945),
literature, education, local condition, and other contributing factors.
Thus, a truly unique movement was formed to correspond with the
contemporary ideals.
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L E E CH ENG YONG Sel f-Por t ra it , 1939
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TH E ‘NA N YA NG ST Y L E’: DI FFE R E N T V I EW POI N TS

A N D CON T E X TS
EMELIA ONG

The term “Nanyang Style” has been discussed at length among local
art writers, art enthusiasts and Nanyang artists themselves. The
range of meanings attached to this term is thus wide-ranging and
even confusing to someone who merely wants a simple answer to the
question: What is “Nanyang Style”? or How did it emerge? However,
attempts to answer this question are what sustain a lively debate in
local artistic discourse. Such attempts continue to locate the term
within different frameworks from which it can be re-contextualised.
I would like to offer as a comparison just some of the ways it has
been examined in Malaysia and Singapore since this exhibition will be
held in both places and interestingly includes the names of Nanyang
artists who are not commonly known such as Yong Mun Sen, Chuah
Thean Teng and Khaw Sia who were based in Penang.
In Singapore, the term Nanyang style in art has often been viewed
within the context of the making of Singapore as an independent
nation and her search for a coherent cultural identity. In Malaysia,
however, it has not been featured quite as closely to the narrative of
the nation but r at h er t h at of t h e r e g i o n a n d w i t h i n t h e co ntext of
t h e m i g r a nt C h i n e s e community.
When the Nanyang Artists Retrospective exhibition, curated by Redza
Piyadasa, was held at the National Art Gallery (Kuala Lumpur) in 1979,
art historian, T.K. Sabapathy highlighted the subject of the Nanyang
Style—that there has yet to be a study that proposes a description
or definition of Nanyang Style even though it was a term that was
frequently used. Since then, there has been a host of writings that
proposed various explanations and definitions for the term. The artists
themselves, such as Chung Chen Sun, Tan Tee Chie, Loong Thien Shih,
Foo Chee Sun and others have offered their viewpoints in various
interviews and publications.
In 1995, Chua Ek Kay combines several of these opinions and he
claimed, “…Nanyang style does not necessarily only refer to
synthesized formalism, but also to the Parisian art form or Chinese
ink painting itself with subject matter of local representation.” (18) He
posited that the Nanyang style is a significant contribution to ASEAN
aesthetics. His thesis examined the role of Nanyang style from the
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context of the construction of a regional cultural identity.
Then in 1997, Tan Meng Kiat’s thesis titled, “The Evolution of the
Nanyang Art Style: A study in search for an Artistic Identity in
Singapore. 1930-1960,” links the selection of subject matter and artistic
explorations directly to the construction of a Singaporean identity and
developments in Singaporean art history. Since the Nanyang Academy
of Fine Art (NAFA) was founded in Singapore (1938), the story of the
so-called Nanyang artists unfolded in Singapore with a majority of
artists practicing there. Thus, the Nanyang art story, if one may call it
such, became synonymous with Singapore art history during the preindependence period.
A decade later, it was interesting to me how Nanyang style was read
as the construction of national and regional cultural identity and
yet the actual definition of Nanyang Style had not been critically
explained. As such, I began to explore the artistic contexts of the term
Nanyang style and provide more specific descriptions in art historical
and formalistic terms, following Sabapathy’s initial expositions on the
formal considerations of this style. In my thesis, “Style” was interpreted
as a series of linked solutions corresponding to an artistic problem. By
doing so, Nanyang Style may be suggested to encompass three distinct
“styles” or categories of “artistic problems” that beset the Nanyang
artists during the period 1950s to 60s.
The first is the problem of fusing techniques and modes of
representation from different artistic traditions, which included Modern
art from the School of Paris, Chinese traditional ink painting from the
literati tradition as well as the Shanghai School. A good example is
Chen Wen Hsi’s approach towards abstraction, which produced paintings
that could not be fully categorised as “Western” or “Chinese” in terms
of formalistic method. The second problem involved the incorporation
of “Nanyang” subject matter into Chinese traditional painting. In this
area, Chen Chong Swee paved the way for formalistic innovation in
methods of brushwork, texture, composition and expression distinct
from traditional ink painting from China. The third problem involves the
formulation of a distinctive Southeast Asian expression through the
appropriation of styles from the Western tradition. Cheong Soo Pieng’s
“figure-type” and Liu Kang’s naiveté depictions of kampung are prime
examples of solutions that many artists have come to recognize as
“Nanyang” in motif and expression.
Having said this, the definition of Nanyang Style, as with all artistic
styles continues to be open to interpretation. And each interpretation
when substantiated with relevant contexts, help us to appreciate a
holistic picture of how art is produced and how artistic styles come

to be recognised as such. In more recent writings, the examination
of Nanyang Style has been considered beyond the field of art to see
how notions of modernity, nationalism, migration, ethnicity, hybridity
and post-colonialism implicitly shape the creation of art. Analysing
the Nanyang Style from these new contexts have not only informed
our understanding on the practice of art but has also played a part in
transforming the way art history is being written.
In “De-Nationalizing Nanyang Modernity” (2008) for instance, Ahmad
Mashadi examines the idea of Nanyang style within the broader contexts
of Chinese’ immigrants diasporic modernity, thus moving away from the
narrative of “nation-building in Singapore.” He says, “…to limit Nanyang
to a construct of nationhood denies the multiplicity of cultural
mappings within an open system where Nanyang may be read as dynamic
frames for investigating the fluidity of diasporic modernity, including
an ambivalent regard for “nation.” By underscoring diasporic contexts,
he reminds us to look at transnational links that allow a comparative
reading of Nanyang Style against artworks produced by Chinese migrant
artists living in Indonesia and other parts of Southeast Asia.
Later, Yvonne Low’s “Remembering Nanyang Feng’Ge” (2010) suggests
that Malayan identity overlapped with Nanyang identity for a particular
period of time. Thus she analyses Nanyang style within the context of
the individual [artists’] interpretation of what is considered local—be
it the multicultural aspect of Malaya or the “tropicality” of the South
Seas. In doing so, she underlines the differences in perception between
the “English” and “Chinese” speaking communities.
Subsequently, my analysis of “Nanyang” artworks/style have also moved
towards the broader contexts of hybridity and diaspora, where their
artistic practices were grounded in issues of belonging to two different
spaces: their ancestral home in China, and their new home in Malaya.
I suggest that their “re-formulation” of Malayan or Nanyang culture
through the Nanyang Style may be seen as a necessary process for a
dis/re-located diasporic community. As such, the Nanyang Style may be
viewed as a form of negotiation that unfolds from the tension of being
in a transitional position.
These examples, while not comprehensive, provide us with a wide
range of contexts from which the Nanyang Style can be discussed.
Interestingly while many interpretations of the Nanyang Style are
incongruous, many art writers seem to agree on the progenitors of the
Nanyang Style. The four artists singled out included, Cheong Soo Pieng,
Chen Wen Hsi, Chen Chong Swee and Liu Kang. The writings of Marco
Hsu, Piyadasa and Sabapathy respectively, have in a way cemented

31

32

these artists’ key role in the emergence of the Nanyang Style. The latter
were then hailed by the art public as “the Four Masters” after the Bali
trip art exhibition in 1953. The study of these artists’ works will thus be
productive in relation to the understanding of the Nanyang Style. As a
last note, I would like to forward some artists who for some reason or
another have not been as prominently featured especially in Malaysia.
This includes See Cheen Tee, Yeh Chi Wei, Tan Tee Chie, Georgette Chen,
Lim Mu Hue and Chua Mia Tee. Their works have no doubt contributed
to the development of a style that has been recognised as Nanyang or
Malayan in form and content.
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L OOKING BACK

Gathering of artists, 1956

Standing: Chuah Thean Teng (third from right), Tsue Ta Tee (second from right), Tan Choon Ghee (right)
Seated: (from lef t to right) May Fong Sien, Kuo Ju Ping, Loh Cheng Chuan, Lim Hak Tai, Cheong Soo Pieng and wife
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Lee Cheng Yong (4th from right) as a member of
Penang Museum Art Galler y Committee, 1965

Photo of Kuo Ju Ping, with daughter,
Roslyn and Tan Choon Ghee

Lee Cheng Yong at work.

Kuo Ju Ping with some young artists in front
of his shop.

Lee Cheng Yong Solo Exhibition, 1960

Khoo Sui Hoe visits Chen Wen Hsi ’s studio,
Singapore, 1981

Tan Choon Ghee at ABN Bank Charity
Art Exhibition, 1991
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KUO JU PING
View Of Kapitan Keling Mosque
undated
oil on board
59 x 47.5cm

E X HI BI T ED
Kuo Ju Ping Memorial Exhibition,
Penang State Art Gallery, 1997;
illustrated on exhibition catalogue, p33
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang
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KUO JU PING
H ot Afternoon

c.1950s
oil on board
45 x 37.5cm

Sig ned ( lower lef t)
E X HI BI T ED
Kuo Ju Ping Memorial Exhibition,
Penang State Art Gallery, 1997;
illustrated on exhibition catalogue, p33
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

44

TAN CHOON GHEE
S treet Scene

1983
ink & watercolour on rice paper
43 x 50cm

Sig ned a nd d ated i n Ch i nese
w it h one sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang
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TAN CHOON GHEE
S treet Hawkers

1984
ink & watercolour on rice paper
42 x 70cm

Sig ned a nd d ated i n Ch i nese
w it h one sea l of t he a r t ist
(upper lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang
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CHEONG SOO PIENG
P ortrait

1964
ink on paper
36 x 26cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘SOO PI ENG 6 4’
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Selangor
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LEE CHENG YONG
E ncik Ali

1959
mixed media on paper
36 x 26.5cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘L EE C Y 59’
( lower r ig ht)
E X HI BI T ED
Lee Cheng Yong Retrospective Exhibition,
Pena ng St ate A r t Ga l ler y, 199 6;
i l lu st rated on ex h ibit ion c at a log ue, p25
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang
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LEE CHENG YONG

LEE CHENG YONG

Mother And Child
1959
mixed media on paper
36 x 25cm

To The Market
undated
mixed media on paper
34 x 24cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘L EE C Y 59’
( lower lef t)

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)

PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang
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LEE CHENG YONG

LEE CHENG YONG

S atay Seller

Abstract

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)

PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

undated
mixed media on paper
35 x 24cm

undated
pastel on paper
35 x 25.5cm
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LEE CHENG YONG
A pples And Pears

1958
watercolour on paper
46 x 62cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘L EE C Y 58’
( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

52

KHAW SIA
O rchids

undated
watercolour on paper
55 x 38cm

Sig ned i n Ch i nese w it h
one sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

53

YONG MUN SEN
B lue Flowers

1954
watercolour on paper
64.5 x 50cm

Sig ned ( lower lef t)
E X HI BI T ED
Yong Mun Sen Retrospective 1999,
Pena ng St ate A r t Ga l ler y, 1999;
i l lu st rated on ex h ibit ion c at a log ue, p 68
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

54

LEE CHENG YONG
B ouquet Of Flowers
undated
oil on board
53.5 x 42.5cm

Sig ned ( lower lef t)
E X HI BI T ED
Lee Cheng Yong Retrospective Exhibition,
Pena ng St ate A r t Ga l ler y, 199 6;
i l lu st rated on ex h ibit ion c at a log ue, p29
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

55

LAI FOONG MOI
L ady

1966
oil on canvas
98.5 x 51cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘L A I FOONG MOI 66’
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

57

LEE CHENG YONG
N ude Lady

c. 1960s
oil on board
56 x 86cm

PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

58

LEE LONG LOOI
Untitled

1985
oil on canvas
80 x 60cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘L ong L ooi L ee 1985’
(cent re r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

59

TAY CHEE TOH
S arawakian Woman

undated
ink & colour on rice paper
94 x 44cm

Sig ned i n Ch i nese w it h
one sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Selangor

60

C HEN WEN HSI
B ali Scene

c. 1950s
ink on paper
29.5 x 22.5cm

One sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Kuala Lumpur

61

C HEN WEN HSI
B ali Scene

c.1950s
ink on paper
22.5 x 29.5cm

One sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Kuala Lumpur

62

F UNG YOW CHOR K
F orest Light

1993
oil on canvas
55 x 60cm

‘

Sig ned a nd d ated
Yow Chork 93’
( lower lef t)

PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

63

F UNG YOW CHOR K
Village Scene
1993
oil on canvas
40 x 50cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘Yow Chork 93’
( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

64

TAN CHOON GHEE
B usy Street Scene
1979
ink on rice paper
47 x 70cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
i n Ch i nese a nd Eng l ish
w it h one sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

65

TAN CHOON GHEE
B ustling Street Scene

1980
ink and watercolour on rice paper
44 x 67.5cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
i n Ch i nese a nd Eng l ish
w it h one sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

66

E NG TAY
T he Gathering

1982
etching, artist’s proof
44 x 60cm

I nscr ibed ‘a /p’( lower lef t)
t it led ‘ T he Gat her i ng’ ( lower cent re)
sig ned a nd d ated ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

67

TEW NAI TONG
R ubber Tapper Ladies

undated
oil on canvas
60 x 90cm

Sig ned ( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

68

L EE CHENG YONG
F amily

1959
mixed media on paper
35 x 24cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘L EE C Y 59’
( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

69

C HUAH THEAN TENG, DATO’
F ruits Seller

undated
batik
60 x 44cm

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

70

E NG TAY
Awaiting Festival I

1993
etching, artist’s proof
60 x 75cm

I nscr ibed ‘a /p’, t it led
‘Awa it i ng Fest iva l ’ ( lower lef t)
sig ned a nd d ated ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

71

E NG TAY
G race

1992
etching, artist’s proof
60 x 75cm

I nscr ibed ‘a /p’( lower lef t)
t it led ‘Grace’ ( lower cent re)
sig ned a nd d ated ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

72

KHOO SUI HOE
C ameron Highlands Series

undated
oil on canvas
diptych, 55 x 55cm each

73

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

74

C HIA YU CHIAN
Village

undated
ink & colour on rice paper
45 x 61cm

Sig ned i n Ch i nese w it h
one sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

75

C HIA YU CHIAN
B y The Shore
1981
oil on canvas
45 x 55cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘Yu Ch ia n 1981’
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Selangor

76

TEW NAI TONG
H okkien

undated
oil on board
29 x 70cm

PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Kuala Lumpur

77

TEW NAI TONG
S ingapore

2000
oil on canvas
49 x 49cm

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Kuala Lumpur

79

C HEN WEN HSI
C hickens

undated
ink & colour on rice paper
mounted on scroll
34 x 33cm

Sig ned i n Ch i nese w it h
one sea l of t he a r t ist
(upper r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Selangor

80

C HEN WEN HSI
Untitled

undated
ink & colour on rice paper
64 x 52cm

Sig ned i n Ch i nese w it h
one sea l of t he a r t ist
(upper r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Selangor

81

C HEN WEN HSI
Untitled (Finger Painting)
undated
ink & colour on rice paper
65 x 48cm

Sig ned a nd i nscr ibed
i n Ch i nese w it h
one sea l of t he a r t ist
(upper lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Selangor

C HEN WEN HSI
F ishes

undated
ink & colour on rice paper
59 x 117cm

83

Sig ned a nd i nscr ibed
i n Ch i nese w it h
one sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

84

KHOO SUI HOE
G irl

1996
oil on canvas
60 x 50cm

Sig ned ( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Negeri Sembilan

85

KHOO SUI HOE
S ide Portrait, Keytone

undated
oil on canvas
81 x 81cm

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

86

L EE CHENG YONG
S elf-Portrait

1939
oil on board
45.5 x 34.5cm

E X HI BI T ED
Lee Cheng Yong Retrospective Exhibition,
Pena ng St ate A r t Ga l ler y, 199 6;
i l lu st rated on ex h ibit ion c at a log ue, p19
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

87

L EE JOO FOR
P ortrait

1990
mixed media on paper
60 x 83cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘Joh n L ee 9 0’
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

89

YONG MUN SEN
T he Scholars

c.1946 - 1955
oil on canvas
56.5 x 46.5cm

Sig ned ( lower lef t)
E X HI BI T ED
Yong Mun Sen Retrospective 1999,
Pena ng St ate A r t Ga l ler y, 1999;
i l lu st rated on ex h ibit ion c at a log ue, p34
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

90

L EE CHENG YONG
L over’s Island
undated
oil on canvas
44 x 60cm

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

91

F UNG YOW CHOR K
M alacca River
1984
oil on canvas
32 x 43cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘Yow Chork 84’
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Negeri Sembilan

92

L EE CHENG YONG
Untitled

undated
oil on canvas laid on board
33 x 44cm

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Negeri Sembilan

93

TEW NAI TONG
B oats

undated
oil on canvas
64 x 64cm

Sig ned ( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

94

TAN CHOON GHEE
B oats

1964
ink & watercolour on paper
39 x 31cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘ TA N 19 6 4’
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

95

H O KHAY BENG
F ishing Boat

1975
oil on canvas
60 x 75cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘BENG’ 75’
( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

96

TAN CHOON GHEE
Temple

1988
watercolour on paper
55 x 36cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘CHOON GH EE 1988’
( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

97

TAN CHOON GHEE
T emple

1983
ink & watercolour on rice paper
45 x 69cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
i n Ch i nese w it h
one sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

99

KHAW SIA
T emple

1962
watercolour on paper
50 x 66.5cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘K haw Sia 19 62’
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

100

YONG MUN SEN
R ocks On A Riverbed

1952
watercolour on paper
49 x 64cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘M U N SEN 52’
( lower r ig ht)
E X HI BI T ED
Yong Mun Sen Retrospective 1999,
Pena ng St ate A r t Ga l ler y, 1999;
i l lu st rated on ex h ibit ion c at a log ue, p 66
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

101

YONG MUN SEN
Untitled

1952
watercolour on paper
37 x 55cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘M U N SEN 1952’
( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

102

TAN CHOON GHEE
M arket Scene
1962
ink on paper
52 x 36cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘ TA N 19 62’w it h
one sea l of t he a r t ist
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

103

YONG MUN SEN
Buffalo

1953
watercolour on paper
50 x 64cm

Sig ned a nd d ated
‘M U N SEN 1953’
( lower lef t)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Penang

105

C HIA YU CHIAN
Malayan Life

1958-1962
oil on canvas
47 x 120cm

Sig ned , d ated a nd i nscr ibed
‘Yu Ch ia n 1958-19 62 Kua la Lu mpu r’
( lower r ig ht)
PROV ENA NCE
Private Collection, Selangor
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10 FACTS ABOUT ARTISTS

CHEN WEN HSI

CHEONG SOO PIENG

• Born in Baigong Village, Jieyang County, near
Shantou, Guangdong Province, China in 1906

• Born in Xianmen, Fujian Province, China in 1917

• Enrolled in the Shanghai College of Art in 1928 and
transferred to Xin Hua Art Academy and graduated in
1932
• Taught at South China College in Shantou, China
from 1946 to 1947
• Lectured at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts from
1951 to 1959
• As a child, Chen Wen Hsi walked half an hour to
school and on his way befriended sparrows, chicks,
geese and ducks
• Looked up to house painters of his village and admired
their wood work of traditional bird and f lower designs
• Obtained paint by crushing coloured rocks and by
using vegetable dyes during his childhood
• His father, a scholarly landowner in a village of 300
passed away when he was 15 and he moved to Shanghai
at the age of 19 to pursue art education
• Learned finger painting from the great Chinese artist
Pan Tianshou
• Known to rear a pet gibbon in his garden upon arriving
in Singapore in 1948 which eventually turned into six

• Enrolled into Xianmen Academy of Fine Arts from
1933 to 1935 and studied under Lim Hak Tai, one of
the founders of the school who later established the
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA)
• Furthered studies at the Xin Hua Art Academy in 1936
• Arrived in Singapore in 1946 at the age of 29
• Taught at NAFA in 1947
• Traveled to Bali with Chen Wen Hsi, Chen Chong Swee
and Liu Kang in 1952 for an inspirational trip hosted by
Belgian artist Adrien-Jean Le Mayeur de Merpres and
his wife Ni Pollok where he created over 300 sketches
• His wife Huang Li Zhen and two sons arrived in
Singapore in mid 1950s
• Traveled to Borneo and produced many sketches in
1959
• Turned full-time artist in 1961 and traveled to Europe
between 1961 and 1963
• Died of heart failure on 1 July 1983 months before his
retrospective exhibition at the National Museum Art
Gallery, Singapore
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CHIA YU CHIAN

CHUAH THEAN TENG

• Born in Kota Tinggi, Johor on 1 September 1936

• Born in Jinjiang, Fujian Province in China on 22 April
1912

• Attended Pei Wah Primary School in Johor
• Enrolled into Singapore Chinese High School
• Attended Christ Church English School, Singapore
• Learnt the French language at the Alliance Francaise
de Singapour, Singapore before attending L’Ecole
Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris

• The “Master of Batik ” was also known as Zhu Teng
• Attended primary school at Leong Kang in 1921 and
Fong Cheng secondary school in Fujian in 1926
• Visited Penang in 1928 to help his father with
handicrafts trading and food supplies business

• Took up personal art trainings with Chen Wen Hsi

• Enrolled into Amoy Academy of Art in China in 1932
but was withdrawn shortly after due to typhus fever

• First artist in Malaysia to be awarded with a French
government scholarship to study art at the Ecole
Nationale des Beaux Arts de Paris from 1959 to 1962

• Worked as a sales clerk, secretary, street peddler
prior to becoming an art teacher in Muar, Kedah and
Kelantan between 1930 and 1944

• Established his first studio in Paris at 20, Rue du
Sommerard Latin Quarter-Sorbonne in 1959

• Began experimenting with batik from 1936 onwards

• Commissioned to create a grand mural titled Life in
Malaysia for the Malaysian High Commission in Paris,
France
• Received Honourable Mentions in the Salon des
Indépendants and Société des Artistes Français in Paris

• Married Chong Swee Lean, a fellow teacher in 1943
• Yahong gallery or Coconut Breeze (a literal meaning
from a Chinese proverb) was established at 31B, Leith
Street in Penang in 1953
• Taught art including batik at Chung Ling High School,
Penang in 1959. In the same year, he became the first
Malayan artist to exhibit in a major art show sponsored
by the government at the Commonwealth Institute in
the UK.
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ENG TAY

FUNG YOW CHOR K

• Born in Kedah in 1947

• Born in Canton, China in 1918

• A student of Lee Long Looi in secondary school

• Migrated to Singapore in 1933 and moved to Malaysia
the following year

• Moved to New York City to study at The Art Students
League in 1968
• Graduated from The School Of Visual Arts in 1972 as
a graphic designer and worked in the graphic arts field
until 1978
• Traveled on painting trips throughout South America
and to Indonesia from 1978 until 1980
• These trips formed a basis for the scenes and moments
that became his theme – images of people playing
music, family moments and interactions, market scenes
and daily rituals
• Eng Tay resides in Soho, New York City, with wife
- Professor Anne Pike-Tay, son - Brendan Yi-Fu, and
daughter - Hannah Ling. Travels extensively to Asia
and Europe
• He continues to paint, sculpt and make etchings at his
TriBeCa studio
• He created a public sculpture located at Kiaraville
Complex in Mont Kiara, Kuala Lumpur
• He has exhibited over 50 solo shows internationally
to date

• A self-taught artist
• Inf luenced by Chong Pai Mu who taught at Nanyang
Academy of Fine Arts
• During his early years in Kuala Lumpur, he worked as
a salesman, shop assistant and typesetter at a Chinese
newspaper
• Painted on Sundays, public holidays and more often
upon retirement in 1977
• Founder member of Thursday Art Group and later
Wednesday Art Group
• A member of the Selangor Art Society, Singapore Art
Society and Malaysian Artists Association
• Known as the Cezanne of Melati Flats in Pudu area
where he used to live
• Passed away in 2013 at the age of 95
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HO KHAY BENG

KHAW SIA

• Born in Penang in 1933

• Born in China in 1913

• His interest in art was ignited by pioneer artist Kuo
Ju Ping and enrolled into Nanyang Academy of Fine
Arts from 1956 to 1958 and was taught by Lim Hak Tai,
Cheong Soo Pieng and Chen Wen Hsi

• Attended Xin Hua Art Academy in Shanghai from
1925 to 1932

• Taught art at Han Chiang High School, Penang from
1958
• Held his first solo exhibition at Chin Kang Association,
Penang in 1965 and used the sales proceeds to fund his
art education in Italy
• Attended the Academy of Fine Art in Rome, Italy from
1965 to 1967
• Invited to exhibit his work at the National Art Gallery
in Rome, Italy in 1967
• He was awarded six gold and silver medals in national
and international competitions between 1965 and 1968
• Appointed vice president of the Penang Art Society
from 1970 to 1975
• His works had been exhibited in Singapore, Hong
Kong, Australia, India, Spain, Switzerland, France,
Italy and United States
• He has painted portraits of iconic figures like Sultan
Ahmad Shah; Tunku Abdul Rahman; Tun Dr. Mahathir
Mohamed and his wife Tun Dr. Siti Hasmah; and China’s
great artist Qi Baishi

• Received private art lessons from Sir Russell Flint in
England in 1933
• While in England, he was greatly inspired by William
Turner and John Constable
• Migrated to Penang in 1937
• Taught art at Chung Ling High School in Penang in
1949 until 1958 and taught at Penang Chinese Girls
High School
• He was known to be the first Malaysian artist to visit
Bali in 1954 following the historical trip by Cheong Soo
Pieng, Chen Wen Hsi, Chen Chong Swee and Liu Kang
two years before
• Prior to Bali trip he signed his works at ‘SIA-’ or ‘SIA’
and after the trip to ‘K.SIA’ particularly after 1957
• Also known to sign his work in full cursive script of
‘Khaw Sia’
• An expert in the cultivation of orchids, he was a
member of the American Orchid Society
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KHOO SUI HOE

KUO JU PING

• Born in Kedah in 1939

• Born Koay Seng Chye in Fukien, China in 1913

• Known as Khoo Swee Hoe, Khoo Sui-Ho and Khoo
Sui Hoe

• Changed his name to Kuo Ju Ping after a water plant
for good fortune

• Attended Han Chiang High School in Penang

• Migrated to Penang with his parents as a teenager and
attended Chung Ling High School

• Took up a job as a concrete labourer upon arriving in
Singapore in the late 1950s
• A graduate of the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts class
of 1961

• Enrolled to Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts and was
among the first batch of graduates in 1940

• Taught by Georgette Chen and Cheong Soo Pieng

• Managed his family business ‘Sin Guan Thye Co’, an
import/export goods trading company in rattan, cloves
and nutmegs

• Established the Alpha Singapore Gallery in 1972 with
seven other artists and Alpha Utara Gallery, Penang in
2004

• Offered art tuitions in his spare time to high schools
in Penang such as Chung Ling, Union, Li Tek and Han
Chiang

• Attended Pratt Institute in New York under the John
D Rockefeller III grant in 1974

• Inf luenced by Chinese artist Xu Beihong whom he had
met in Penang in 1941

• Founder of Utara Group art collective in 1977

• One of the founding members of the Penang Chinese
Art Club in 1935

• Migrated to Houston, Texas in 1982 and then moved
to Little Rocks, Arkansas in 1996

• Instrumental in introducing Chong Pai Mu to the art
scene in Penang
• He mentored Tan Choon Ghee, one of his most
successful students
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LEE CHENG YONG

LEE JOO FOR

• Born on 26 March 1913 in China

• Born in Penang in 1929

• Held two solo exhibitions in his lifetime, in 1932 and
1960 and another two posthumously in 1996 in Penang

• Also known as John

• Co-founded the Penang Chinese Art Club with Yong
Mun Sen and was elected President
• Attended Xin Hua Art Academy in Shanghai

• Awarded a scholarship by the Malaysian government
to study art at Brighton College of Art, England in 1957
• Founded Malaysia Art Circle at Malaysia Hall in
London in 1961

• He was inspired by the works of Paul Gauguin, Vincent
van Gogh, Henri Matisse, Pablo Picasso, Emil Nolde,
James Ensor, Max Ernst, Wassily Kandinsky, Carlo
Carra, Giorgio Morendi, Renato Guttuso and many
other Western modern painters

• Furthered education at Camberwell School of Art in
1962 followed by Royal College of Art in London in 1963

• Taught art at Chung Ling High School in Penang

• Besides painting, he is skilled in sculpture and
printmaking techniques such as woodcut, linocut,
etching and lithograph

• Commissioned to create sculptures of lion and the
mythical creature ‘kilin’ at Hotel Royal on Newton
Road in Singapore
• Commissioned to paint 9 abstract murals for the chain
of Hotel Royal in Singapore, Indonesia, the Philippines,
Thailand, Korea, Japan, Australia, New Zealand and
India
• He was married to Tan Wan Kheng and they bore 4
children together
• He was reclusive and melancholic particularly after
the demise of his wife in 1964

• Migrated to Australia in 1973 and Currently resides
in Melbourne

• A multi-disciplinary talent, he is an artist, art critic,
educator, novelist and a playwright
• Held solo exhibitions at London Commonwealth
Institute in 1960, International Institute, New York in
1969 and Samat Gallery, Kuala Lumpur in 1971
• He was honoured two retrospective exhibitions in
Penang in 1995 and 2008
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LEE LONG LOOI

LAI FOONG MOI

• Born in Kedah in 1942

• Born in Seremban, Negeri Sembilan in 1931

• Attended Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts during
which Lim Yew Kuan (Lim Hak Tai’s son) was Principal

• Enrolled at Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts from 1950
to 1953

• Upon graduation in 1964, he taught at Sin Min High
School and Keat Hwa High School in Kedah and among
his students were Eng Tay and Lye Yau Fatt

• Awarded a scholarship by the French Government
to study at Ecole Nationale des Beaux Arts de Paris in
Paris, France from 1954 to 1958

• Attended the Arts Student League, USA in 1970
followed by Pratt Institute Graphic Program in New
York in 1973

• The first Malaysian-born woman artist to study art in
Paris and was inf luenced by Post-Impressionism

• After tragic fall which injured his wrist in 1984, he
was unable to paint expressively but there was a blessing
in disguise when he discovered a new medium to work
with: a combination of soft oil pastel and oil paint with
watercolour, ink and acrylic
• Resided and practiced art in the USA for over 40 years
• Established himself as a well-known artist in the USA
and own properties in Miami, Florida and in Chatham,
New Jersey
• Inspired by Andy Warhol, Henri Matisse and
Constantin Brancusi among other Western artists
• In 1980, while exhibiting at a mall in Miami, he saw
Gloria Estefan performed at the Miami Sound Machine
and her niece bought one of his paintings and presented
it to the pop star
• A follower of Taoism, the tranquility of his artworks
are inf luenced by the art of Zen meditation

• Emerged in the Malayan art scene as one of the few
women artists in the 1950s
• Held a teaching position at the Nanyang Academy of
Fine Arts (NAFA) from 1958 until 1994
• She invited Professor Chapelain Midy, her lecturer at
Ecole Nationale des Beaux Arts de Paris to visit NAFA
• Participated in group exhibitions Salon de Mai and
Salon Autumn in Paris between 1954 and 1958
• Known for her iconic portrait study of an elderly
Chinese San Sui construction worker dated 1967 in the
collection of National Visual Arts Gallery, Malaysia
which represents the working class
• Died in Singapore in 1995
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TAN CHOON GHEE

TAY CHEE TEOH

•Born in Penang in 1930

• Born in Johor in 1941

• Attended Chung Ling High School and graduated in
1948

• Studied at a Chinese school in Johor before moving to
Singapore to attend the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts
(NAFA) from 1958 to 1960

• Enrolled to Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts from 1949
to 1951 with the inf luence of his mentor Kuo Ju Ping

• Mentored by Cheong Soo Pieng at NAFA

• Attended the Slade School of Fine Art in London,
United Kingdom from 1957 to 1959

• Recipient of the Cultural Medallion Award conferred
by the Government of Singapore in 1985

• Renowned for his skilful watercolour and ink rendition
of Penang streetscapes and observation of his European
travels

• Held his first solo exhibition at the Chinese Chamber
of Commerce in Kuching, Sarawak in 1966

• Boarded the transatlantic ocean liner Queen Elizabeth
2 in 1992 and sketched frequently on the cruise ship
• Participated in a group charity art exhibition by ABN
Bank in 1991
• Painted scenes of Amsterdam for KLM and was
selected by the British government to paint Carcosa,
the official residence of the British High Commissioner
before the building was handed over to the Malaysian
government
• The Penang State Art Gallery recently acquired 35
sketchbooks of Tan Choon Ghee spanning half a century
and displayed them in an exhibition titled A Lifetime of
Drawings in May 2014
• His characteristics was described as “reserved,
humbled and self-disparaging”

• Studied the culture of indigenous Dayaks which
inf luenced his thematic and stylistic ventures featuring
Dayak women with elongated figures and limbs
• Showcased these fresh artistic expressions in his
second solo exhibition at the British Council in
Singapore in 1967
• Actively involved with Alpha Gallery (established by
Khoo Sui Hoe and company) in the 1970s and held solo
exhibitions there in 1972 and 1973
• Won first prize at the Singapore Innovations in Art
competition sponsored by Singapore Airlines in 1981
• Besides painting, Tay also explores other mediums
such as sculpture, batik, Chinese ink and woodblock
prints
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TEW NAI TONG

YONG MUN SEN

• Born in Klang, Selangor in 1936

• Born Yong Yen Lang on 10 January 1896 in Kuching,
Sarawak and changed his name to Mun Sen in 1922

• Attended Peng Hwa Chinese School at age 7
• Trained at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts from
1956 to 1958
• Attended Ecole Nationale des Beaux Arts de Paris
from 1967 to 1968
• Visited Bali numerous times between 1996 and 2006
and produced scores of paintings depicting the Balinese
culture
• Re-visited Paris between 1999 and 2002 for inspiration
• Known for his phoenix-eyed figures and rustic
landscapes
• Held first solo exhibition at British Council in Kuala
Lumpur in 1964
• The National Visual Art Gallery of Kuala Lumpur
honoured him with a Retrospective show in 2007
• Succumbed to lung infection on 4 May 2013

• Known as the “Father of Malaysian art”
• His father managed the coconut and pepper plantation
in Kuching founded by his grandfather who migrated
from China circa 1840
• Eldest of 11 siblings. At age 5, he was sent to family’s
ancestral village of Tai-pu in Kwantung for education
and returned home two years later
• Inspired to become a painter when he witnessed a
Japanese artist painting in his family’s plantation and
when he received a set of watercolour as a gift by a
Dutchman
• Married at age 20 to Lam Sek Foong and have 5 children.
His wife passed away in 1941 from stroke. Married Yao
Chew Mooi the same year and have 6 children
• Moved to Singapore in 1918 and worked at Kee Huar
Bookshop and was later transferred to the Penang
branch in 1920
• Set up a photography studio called Tai Koon / Wei
Guan Art Studio in 1922 and renamed it Mun Sen
Studio in 1930
• Formed the Penang Chinese Art Club in 1935 and was
elected vice president. Initiated the formation of the
Singapore Chinese Art Club the same year
• A posthumous memorial exhibition was held in
Singapore in 1966 and in Kuala Lumpur at the National
Art Gallery in 1972
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