TRADITIONAL GULFS
by CALVIN TAN

As a young painter, Quek Kiat Sing puts a heavy burden on herself in choosing to practice in the Chinese ink medium.This
ambivalence and subsequent attempts to evade it is expressed explicitly in her first exhibition where she took pains to
state that her works were not meant to be seen through the framework of traditional Chinese ink paintings but were
simple expressions of her innermost emotions. Tellingly that first exhibition was called Moodscape Drawings. One strategy
of evasion employed has been to assert the possibility of adopting only the techniques while asserting that the ideals
expressed are western. Hence she states that her works can be seen as ‘employing the medium of traditional ink to
realize western concepts....

That this second show bears the title Shift is significant for its illumination of her initial engagement with the complex
links that her practice puts her in relation to the whole canon of Chinese ink techniques, themes and ideals. In this sense,
the key works are the series of ‘twinned” works in the Shift and Waiting Series.Whereas earlier works like the Shouting
series seemed attempts to skirt or avoid any explicit connections with conventional modes of Chinese ink composition,
the Shift and Waiting series are clear engagements with the tradition. Her sketches prior to the actual painting of these
works show that they were composed as one larger work split into two halves. Interestingly enough, the artist had toyed
with the idea of displaying them as hanging scrolls in the format of couplets. The couplet format distinctive for its
extremely public nature. It is meant to be seen, debated and admired by others.Whatever their final format, the process
of creating these works in the artist’s mind marks an important step in her engagement with the burden of tradition.

Of course the 3000 year tradition of ink painting is the sum of more than form. Her rising confidence in her abilities is
concomitant with a more explicit expression of her readings in Daoist philosophy. In works like Shift and Waiting,
technique is associated with particular Daoist ideals. In her practice, continuous strokes are used to symbolise heaven
and the yang, while the broken stroke are expressions of earth (the yin). The tension between these two ideals and her
hope for their reconciliation, in essence, their ‘encountering’ drive all the works in this exhibition. That she is also
uncertain of the final outcome can be seen in the yawning white spaces that separate her bodies of swirling ink. In Knotty
Heaven, the encounter between opposites threatens.The dense circular strokes of the cloud formations above strain to
crash down upon the thin, insubstantial earth below, the latter depicted with weaker ink washes.



Another significant change is marked by the move to figurative works, namely the Lotus series. In this stage of her
career, Kiat Sing has begun to appropriate creatively, conventional subject matter, namely the lotus form, to
articulate her own individual concerns. She writes ‘... it is employed as a sign of oblivion.As the leaves sway in the
wind, they are ignorant of unforeseeable change. It reflects the uncertainty of tomorrows but for the present, they
dance with the wind. To dance with wind perhaps best describes Kiat Sing’s current artistic development, no more
are the evasions and tentative skirtings around the gulfs that separate her from her predecessors in the medium.
Comparing a work like Lotus 2 with Knotty Heaven or Prayer to the Moon, one sees the joy of the present. In Lotus 2,
the vision of the world has reversed, the heavens are no longer portrayed with thick, heavy strokes, instead
blended ink washes dominate, while the outlines of the large lotus below are broken with dry strokes. Gone are
the yawning impenetrable white gulfs that separate her ink bodies in earlier works, in their place are openings and
channels that invite. This marks another step in the artistic journey of the artist.

Calvin Tan is an independent curator with interests in the arts of island Southeast Asia, and the Peranakan Chinese culture.
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