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With a sense of aesthetics and vigour for heritage that his peers
rave about, Chan Kok Hua stands out in the field of Singapore collectors
of modern Chinese art
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Chan Kok Hua’s acquisition effort allows Xu Beihong’s A
Picture Of Gratitude ( ($X7k1#¥. ) ) to remain in Singapore.
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Lik«* masts on the landscape of Singapore’s art
collecting history, these names stand out as
key figures of their time: Huang Manshi and Tan
Tsze Chor in the 1930s and 1940s: Low Chuck
Tiew and Yeo Khee Lim in the 1950s and 1960s;
and Zheng Yingquan, Chen Jinchuan and Shen
Huaizu in the 1980s. were respected for their
knowledge and insight into Chinese art.

And then there is Chan Kok Hua, but the
low-profile art connoisseur would never aceept
the accolade. He feels unworthy next to “a true
art collector™ like Zhang Boju or Wang Shixiang,
he says. “They were not only full of passion and
knowledge about art. but also endowed with good
qualities such as integrity. Their individuality
and feelings for the different cultures came
through whether in their collection of national art
treasures like Chinese painting or the best of arts
and cralts of the minorities.”

Since the 1980s, Chan has run the Sin Hua

Gallery and set out to systematically collect the

key works of modern contemporary Chinese ink
paintings by artists of various stripes. Currently,
his collection is home to more than hundred
artworks by important Chinese artists such as
Ren Bonian, Wu Changshuo, Huang Binhong,
Qi Baishi, Li Keran, Lu Yanshao, Zhang Daqian,
\u Beihong, Fu Baoshi. Lin Fengmian and Wu
Guanzhong.

In 2010, 128 artworks from this collection
were exhibited for the first time at the Poly Art
Museum in Beijing, which drew much attention by
virtue of its comprehensive presentation of 20th
century Chinese ink art.

Industry players and collectors both within
and outside Singapore commonly consider Chan
to have inherited the passion of early South-east
Asian collectors for art, and as a key figure among
Singapore collectors of Chinese art.

Chan was even named as one of the 10 People
of the Year by Taiwan’s authoritative Chinese
Contemporary Art News magazine in its February
issue last year, with the periodical citing his role
as a key protector of South-cast Asia’s Chinese
art heritage as the reason for the honour. Chan’s

selection has been hailed by the broader Chinese

art world and has brought a welcome breath of

fresh air to the usually bottom line-focused art

markel.

Collecting The Masters

Chan, born in 1956 to a family in Chao’an in what
is Guangdong Province today. was a journalist
before founding the Sin Hua Gallery.

He has partnered Beijing art store Rong
Bao Zhai to hold the Rong Bao Zhai art event
in Singapore for ten years running to greal
success. Rong Bao Zhai is a 300-hundred-year-

old institution that is in possession of numerous

quality calligraphic and painting works for
the purposes of study and appraisal. Chan was
fortunate enough to make the acquaintance and
later friendship of Rong Bao Zhai's chief appraiser
Wang Dashan, who taught Chan much about
the art of collecting and art appreciation and
also allowed him to peek into Rong Bao Zhai’s
inventory (usually off-limits to the public) that
includes the works of several masters over the
ages.

In the course of the interview, Wang’s name
was conslantly on Chan’s lips. He says: “The mosl
important thing I learned [from Wang| is. it is
not enough to just care about buying and selling
when running a gallery. I should try to keep some
of the artworks that come my way to build a good
collection.”

Since then, Chan realised that running of
an art gallery business does not contradict the
ownership of an art collection. He began building
his collection with works created from the Opium
Wars of the 1840s onwards. “We feel a little closer
to modern contemporary art and this is also a key
period in the history of Chinese art. During this
time, with the impact of contact with the Wesl,
Chinese art began to take on a different social
fabric and the change was profound. I am very
fortunate to be born in this time for I have had the
opportunity to make the acquaintance of famed
artists such as Li Keran. Lu Yanshao and Wu
Guanzhong. I have learnt a lot about hard work
and other values from them, and the lessons are

enough to last me a lifetime.”

Regardless Of Price
Because Chan takes a systematic approach

to collecting,

when it comes to art history, he
also commands an extraordinary breadth of
knowledge which he uses to plug any gaps in his
collection. This is why his collection is regarded as
comprehensive and substantial.

The process of collecting is an expensive
one and without family money or deep pockets
to tap on, Chan’s approach has been to build
up a collection with proceeds from his gallery
business. He has been known to buy artworks
with the help of bank mortgages and has even
offered up a property in exchange for an artwork.
He also acquires from fellow collectors with whom
he shares firm friendships. This painstaking
and time-consuming approach has yielded a
spectacular collection, but how many of us can
appreciate the hard work that has gone into it?

His targeted acquisitions is the result of not
Just a passion for Chinese art but also a desire
to do something for his fellow collectors and
community.

“Singapore was once a centre of Chinese

art collecting and this was a reputation forged



by several generations of collectors. However,
in the 21st century, with the rise of the Chinese
economy, wealthy Chinese with financial muscle
have appeared and many artworks in local
collections have gone back to China as a result. |
was very concerned. These collections have taken
lifetimes to build up and once these wonderful
artworks leave Singapore’s shores they may never
come back.”

For Chan. such an outflow of artworks is a
huge loss 1o a country’s culture and could possibly

ruin its cultural heritage.

Buying Back Key Works
Chan’s efforts are why works like Ren Bonian's
Dongpo Playing Qin. Liu Kuiling's Five
Relationships, Chen Shaomei's Enjoying Running
Streams In The Mountains, Pu Ru's Rock
Mountains In Jiangnan, Xu Beihong's A Picture
OFf Gratitude, Liu Haisu's The Cloud Of Mountains
At Huangshan, Li Keran's Standing Tall And
Landscapes and Huang Zhou's Bumper Harvest
remain in Singapore.

\nd when some of these important works are

acquired by overseas collectors, Chan attempts to

(Clockwise from above)
Chan Kok Hua was
fortunate enough to
make the acquaintance
of fame artists such as
Lu Yanshao,

Wu Guanzhong and

Li Keran.

buy them back.

“What is important about collecting
quality, not quantity,” says the man who has
amassed three decades of collecting experience.
“I can sell 10 paintings in exchange for retaining
a single artwork. Outstanding collectors must
be able to think and plan, and should also be
equipped with foresight and knowledge. One
should not be collecting indiscriminately because
he can afford to. The collector should have a good
idea of which artists to focus on and which artists
to include in a collection for representativeness
and set oul to achieve his objectives so that his
collection acquires a certain cultural value.”

Chan emphasises that cultural value does
not equate monetary value, saying: “That is not
the point of collecting. I only need six months
to turn three decades of hard work into a bunch
of numbers. But these are artworks and not

commodities, so how can we talk of them in terms

of numbers?”

Despite spending a good chunk of his life in
the world of Chinese ink, Chan does not believe
that his artworks truly belong to him; fate dictates

who should be their custodian for the day.

In 2010, he donated a cache of artworks by
local artists to the state and he does not discount
the possibility of donating the Chinese art in
his collection in the same way. With a trace of
emotion, he says: “Not many young Singaporeans
know about artists like Nu Beihong and Li
Keran... A true cosmopolitan city cannot be jusl
about the skyscrapers without culture. Chinese
calligraphy and painting are an exquisite part of
Chinese culture and an opportunity to help it sink

roots here is a worthwhile task to undertake.”

“A true cosmopolitan city cannot be
just about the skyscrapers without
culture. Chinese calligraphy and painting
are an exquisite part of Chinese culture
and an opportunity to help it sink roots
here is a worthwhile task to undertake.”
— (han Kok Hua
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