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Gallerist Chan Kok Hua, who has been following China’s top artists for 30 years,
will exhibit 100 works from his collections for
Christie's 250th anniversary
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Painting Of Baishi’ s and contemporary Chinese art (the Beijing-Tianjin, Jinling,
Old House In The

Old Days is a key Qi
Baishi landscape the developments in Chinese painting in the 19th and 20th
work that was gifted
to his benefactor Hu
Peiheng. (Photo: Qiu During the late Qing Dynasty, many intellectuals in the
Zhai Collection)

Xi'an, Shanghai and Lingnan schools) that will sketch out

centuries.

hen Chinese art collectors Liu Yigian and his wife Wang Wei visited

Singapore for the first time in early October, they were hosted to
dinner by Chan Kok Hua, owner of Singapore’s Sin Hua Gallery.

At the table were two men who had risen above their humble stations
in life, and devoted much of their time and millions to art collecting ever
since. Chan, 60, however, places himself in a different league from Liu,
53, who is considered by industry insiders as a collector extraordinaire.
Liu, who was once a taxi driver and made his fortunes in the stock
market, has spent hundreds of millions of yuan at auctions all over the
world on items from the important Amedeo Modigliani painting called Nu
Couche (“Reclining Nude”) to Zhang Dagian's Peach Blossom Spring.
Furthermore, says Chan, Liu is generous, by sharing his world-class
collection with the public through his Long Museums located in Shanghai,
Wuhan and Chongging. “Chairman Liu is worth billions, and the nobility of
his character and his magnanimity invite respect,” he adds.

But listen to what Liu has to say about Chan in a WeChat post when
the night was over: “Chan Kok Hua is a famous collector of contemporary
and modern calligraphy and paintings based overseas, and also a key
industry player. Too many outstanding pieces have passed through

his hands in the last few decades and he is a shining example for our
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“Chan Kok Hua is a famous
collector of contemporary

and modern calligraphy and
paintings based overseas, and
also a key industry player. Too
many outstanding pieces have
passed through his hands in
the last few decades and he
S a shining example for our

generation.” —Liu Yigian
|

Titan Wu Guanzhong integrates Western oil painting
techniques and composition into his colour ink piece Spring
Buds. (Photo: Qiu Zhai Collection)

generation.”

Auction house Christie's obviously agrees. It will showcase
about 100 modern Chinese calligraphy pieces and paintings from the
Singaporean’s Qiu Zhai Collection for exhibition as part of its 250th
anniversary celebrations. This makes it a near-complete representation
of the collection that spans the 100 years after the 1840 Opium War in
Beijing. The works will not be auctioned.

That Christie’s has decided to partner Chan out of so many collectors
in Asia is something Singaporeans can be proud of.

In the opinion of Rebecca Wei, president of Christie’s Asia, Chan has
sharp judgment and tremendous energy, who has been able to make his
acquaintance with painter greats like Wu Guanzhong and Li Keran and
seized various astute business opportunities in the art world. Wei believes
that Chan as a collector has the most complete collection of modern and
contemporary Chinese calligraphy and art since 1840.

For the exhibition, From Blossom To Harvest — A Century of Modern
Chinese Paintings from Singapore's Qiu Zhai Collection, Christie’s team
has chosen 250 works in total from Chan’s collections to be included in
two catalogues. Among them, 100 representative works from 80 artists

will be on exhibition, including works from all five schools of modern
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art world such as Lin Fengmian, Xu Beihong, Liu Haisu, Wu
Zuoren and Wu Guanzhong travelled to Paris to study art and
returned to China with new-found knowledge, techniques and modes of
expression. Other artists such as Fu Baoshi, Gao Qifeng, Guan Liang and
Zhu Jizhan studied in Japan. Those overseas exposure led to a blossoming
of new ideas on the art scene.

Chan observes, for instance, that although Lin’s painting of ladies bore
Western-style compositions, the content had been drawn from Han Dynasty
wall paintings. Wu, who studied oil painting in France and has used Western
techniques to develop his own brand of ink painting, often describes himself
as a “child of both Chinese and Western painting”.

There are another group of painters had also developed their own
“modern” styles of painting without leaving China's shores, such as Wu
Changshuo, Qi Baishi, Huang Binhong, Wu Hufan and Pan Tianshou. His
respect for these artists grew with time. Says Chan: “Li Keran once told me
that it is far more difficult to be an accomplished master of art than to be a
scientist.”

Eventually, Chan managed to persuade China's art gallery Rong Bao
Zhai to accept him as an art agent in Singapore. Since 1980s he quitted
journalism and pursue his passion for Chinese paintings. Many outstanding
Chinese painters also travelled overseas in the 1980s hoping to show off
their works and Singapore was one of their stops. From there, he built up
his collection patiently by holding on to the pieces he favoured and selling
the rest. Along the way, he cultivated friendships among many Chinese
artists. He was also the first to shine a spotlight on Wu Guanzhong, bringing
his works to Singapore at a time when he was unrecognised in China.

Looking back on his career, Chan feels that the difficulties of his trade
are difficult to put into words. There were times when he had to make the
painful decision of selling multiple works just to raise funds to buy a single
work or, worse, of having to pass up on a purchase. He will never forget the
moment he had to let the chance to own Xu Beihong’s famed oil painting
Put Down Your Whip slip through his fingers.

In spite of having collected for over 30 years, Chan is reluctant to call
himself a collector, firstly because he makes a living from the buying and
selling of art. Secondly, in Chinese tradition, collectors were of rich and
noble birth. The famous collector Zhang Boju, for example, was the son of
Zhang Zhenfang, a key Republican-era official, and owned innumerable
pieces of important to China’s cultural heritage.

However, it must be said that in today’s context, Chan — who also
happens to appreciate the zither, chess, poetry, wine and tea — is very much

a part of the Chinese literati, if only because of his eye for good art.

From Blossom To Harvest— A Century of Modern Chinese Paintings from
Singapore's Qiu Zhai Collection

3 Hong Kong Convention and Exhibition Center
1 Expo Drive, Wan Chai, Hong Kong
Nov 24 to 28
< Christie's Gallery James Christie Room
22/F Alexandra House,18 Chater Rd, Central, Hong Kong
Dec 5to 16
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