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Tan, I also know for sure, has been more lucky: he found the brush of gift and the
peace which makes the painting, not the ink, flow into the silence of intelligence.

This is why sometimes, at dusk, the-panther leaves the tree and comes to gently
rub her head on my knees. She tells me stories from the Forest where all trees are
black and where she met Tan, wandering in the cup of his dreams.

In the middle of the Forest, there is a City where men of the outer lands teach the
way that makes the gardener last. The panther took Tan there, so many times, she
told me, that he became one of them.

1 will not ask her to take me there. If I do so, she will softly withdraw and go back
to the black tree where she guards the Door of the Land.

One day, after many visits to the hidden garden of friendship, she will take me,
even without my asking. Behind the black tree, Tan will be waiting for me.
Together, we will go to the City, we will meet the men of the outer lands. I will
learn and become a gardener who knows the way.

Please do listen to me: painting is dangerous; once you fall into it, the panther
might eat you and few brushes can save you.
Tan is one of them.

Follow him, he will give you the flower and the lotus and take you hand, and you
will cross the mirror into the blue eyes, and the rain on the Eastern Mountains
will not cry on you.

In the Forest, you will learn the mathematics of enjoyment. The panther will
leave the tree and gently rub her head on your knees.

Yes, Tan and I made a bit of the road together. Not many kilometers but so
winding that it seemed quite a trip. We walked on the road; what else to do? 1
did not notice, at the time, but I am pretty sure now, that the panther was behind
us. I am also quite certain that we passed in the neighbourhood of the City.
Now, I meet him quite often on the roads of the Ink, which are not always the
roads of life. You will meet him also; then, say hello for me. 21.03.80.
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MICHEL DEVERGE

Tan and I made a bit of the road together; not a
very large avenue, just one of those secluded and
grassy lanes leading to the secret garden where
two friends can sit, watch the stone grow and
halt, for a while, the impatience of the void.

I am now seated in such a garden, with Tan in
front of me, not Tan really, more than Tan possi-
bly, simply a hanging scroll of his on the wall: the
black panther with blue eyes. I know for sure that
Tan’s ink is powerful enough not to let him
retreat from the scroll; he is in there, and the
panther is growing, like the stone.

It rains on the Eastern Mountains, but the
panther’s eyes are so big, so blue that no drop can
cry on me.

The panther is lying on the branch of a black tree.
Just next to the scroll, there is the simple stem of
an azalea in a glazed black vase, everlasting flower
on the everlasting tree.

What else do you expect from a painting? A friend
and a flower. Never believe the scholars when they
promise something else: they are just painting
themselves with the ink of despair.

In another life, I met a painter who had so much
genius that he would never find a brush good
enough to make a bridge to the canvas. He had so
much beauty in his hand that he could never find a
model peaceful enough to be sketched without
drowning in the river of his tears. '
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Swie Hian

the Man
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Having collaborated with Tan Swie Hian at the
Freach Embassy in Singapore during the past
eighteen months, I realise how impossible it would
be to attempt to portray this man’s complex and
multi-faceted personality in the few lines afforded
me here.

By his strong square figure and smiling round face,

Swie Hian is easily identified as a man who knows'

the eating world, energetic and very much aware
of ‘la bonne chere’, ready to provide the gourmet
of Chinese cuisine with a mouth-watering list of
culinary adventures. :

His manner of speech is quiet and even, always
controlled, effectively undoing his own knots
while persuading friends to untie theirs. With an
objective and well-balanced approach, the many
cat’s cradles and small dramas that are a part of
everyday life in an office are reduced to the
correct proportions, making the stage smoothier
for all actors concerned.-

Swie Hian is always available to guide the un-
initiated, with infinite patience, -through the
mysterious galaxy of Chinese art and culture.
Although modest about his own achievements in
the field of art, Swie Hian’s works have been
shown at home and abroad.

Avoiding to fall into any category, he has created
his unique style which is a fascinating blend of
East and West, of yesterday’s scenario dressed in
tomorrow’s colours. His modesty has made him

shun publicity as he believes that talent is latent in all men and only requires the
right catalyst to set it free.

His canvas is simple everyday life, his themes rich and varied. However, the simple
and ordinary become the mystic and extraordinary in the artist’s hands. He has
the ability to transport the viewer to an elevated plateau where the subject matter,
suspended in time, can be appreciated with a detached clarity, and all senses
honed to a fine point. This ability to see the world, not only through the artist’s
eyes, but through conveying to the viewer the fundamental Buddhist concept
that each moment in life is singular and unique, to be lived, enjoyed and taken
into account because it is singular and unique, is surely the key to Tan Swie Hian’s
artistic world.

Communication is all important, and art, and to a certain extent, literature, have
become, of secondary importance, tools in a more important game. Swie Hian
would use a discussion of Primitive Art with an African or Eskimo culture with a
Canadian as a comfortable introduction to a much wider range of topics.

His need to communicate with other cultures has become the driving force behind

. him as he strives through art, mysticism and meditation to reach that illusive

pinnacle of knowledge and understanding.

I hope the cost will not be too great and that he will still find time to argue with
the durian seller and joke with the waiter while extolling the makanan-makanan
at his favourite restaurant. :
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stupa in The Tree, and more so with the recurrent image of the egg — the egg of
Panku, creator of the world in Chinese mythology.

This egg, perfect line with no beginning or end, appears in-different forms — eye,
moon, lantern, clock, plates, planets, satellites, matches, glasses — in all of Tan’s
cartogravures and bears many significations.

It is alsd, in its luminous form, the lamp, a symbol of knowledge, knowledge
which is transmitted from one cartogravure to another, from one man to another,
from the artist to the layman.

For Tan, it is a way of breaking away from his works.

The presence of this impartial witness, which is the artist’s outlook on his work,
introduces a distanciation referring to an essential element of buddhist thinking.

A buddhist enthusiast, Tan is convinced of the vanity of human enterprise, he
knows that any activity is only illusive agitation and he endeavours to destruct
his masterpieces from within with a determination which is equal solely to his
fantastic sense of humour.

Tan jokes about everything, beginning with the most sacred. Wasn’t it the year of
the Monkey and isn’t all that just “monkey business””? Tan then produces his
astonishing Kunfgu Monkey, in which the ridiculous monkey pretends to fight
the mighty lion.

The fun culminates with the invisible man behind the steering wheel. But very
quickly, the gentle joking turns to sarcasm, and the fallen tight-rope walker like
the lunar funambulist of La Strada, is as pitiful as the unsuccessful man.

Tan even jokes about those whom he admires. Thus, he has maliciously intro-

duced, as we have seen it, among the butterflies in Zhuang Zi’s meditation, a body
of a woman: the thoughts of a good disciple, would they not wander?
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In the same way, he ridicules Sui Jen Shih, the Chinese Prometteus, by giving
him a gas lighter which he doesn’t know how to use.

He mocks himself too, depicting himself under the appearance of a horse which
has to pull a cart in which another horse is sitting, like a puzzled Incitatus or a
solemn Chancelier Treguier.

Finally Tan invites us to behave like the rickshaw man who passes his time ]ug-
gling multicoloured plates on the ends of sticks.

The feeling of vanity in any creation, however, is not incompatible with the
creation. It is the myth of Sisyphus who endlessly lifts it’s rock even though he

_knows it will always fall. Tan, with cartogravure, reversed creation, creation of a

nocturnal Proteus, has undoubtedly found his way.

It remains that he cast a more and more pessimistic look on the world, frequently
evoking the apocalypse of the final explosion and that he has a tendance to with-
draw into an internal peace acquired at the end of a painful itinerary.

His Nirvana and the series brought back from Japan, are significant: man is totally
absent and white tends to overrun all of space, in an evocation which becomes
more and more precise to non-existance.

Has the time come again for Tan to stop producing and to retire into the plenti-
tude of his Ivory tower? Oh God! let it be that we who do not believe, but believe
we know and want to love, will go, as Francis Jammes was humbly asking, to
Paradise with the donkeys!
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catches a glimpse, far behind the chevaux de frise of the Barbed-Wire Formation,
of a female body, from a side and back view, entangled in a strange double ana-
morphosis, whilst above the meditating Zhuang Zi, butterflies conceal another
body of a woman, so beautiful, so pure.

Tan does not hesitate, following in the footsteps of the other anamorphosis
Master, Ehard Schén, in going into scatology : look carefully at this Blue Swimming
Pool and you will discover the image of traditional country latrines. . .

Other creations, even more complex, are related more to Arcimboldo than to
Ehard Schon or Simon Vouét : the iron wiring of The Barbed-Wire Formation, is
made up from parts of the human body and this gives a velvety and altogether
harsh picture which makes you think of both Lurgat’s tapestry and the Santiago
Stadium. In this work, there is a luxuriance and a sense of tragedy which could
have well been worth it for Tan to have given his Guernica.

The composite objects, however, multiply with the satellite-orange which, in-
evitably evokes Eluard saying that “the earth is blue like an orange”, the atomic
mushroom which reminds us of the atrocious swelling of the Hiroshima victims,
and then with proliferous plants, which like those Chinese herbs which are said to
be plants in summer and worms in winter, give birth to cats. Leaves become
cockroaches in full moon, in Creation of a New Species, daggers become does and
sheaths become stags in Resurrection. The latest cartogravures are invaded by
strange U.F.O.s.

Men too transform through meditation, as Zhuang Zi, who according to legend
became a butterfly. The anguish and the joy mixed to become something else
are present everywhere, until becoming the theme of two works with explicit
titles: The Eagerness to become a bird — or “Flying without Fear”! — and The
Eagerness to become a fish . During this time, Gunter Grass is imprisoned in the
magical reflect of his drum with flattened drumsticks.

Magical reflection indeed, because Tan wants to show us, through his imagination,
what there is on the other side of the looking glass, the power of creation of the
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artist and of the man.

Creation for the artist could be painful, as suggested in The Wounded Children,
who, with their trepaned skulls, evoke Apollinaire’s ““star”, the wound he brought
back from war.

In fact, it goes differently, at least for the eastern man. We need in this case, to
underline one of the differences between oriental thinking and western thinking.

For the latter, only God can create. Man may produce machines, of course, but

not create — whereas the eastern man can be a creator. It is sufficient for the
Buddha — and let us remember that every man is susceptible to access to buddha-
hood — to think in order to create, in a true conception (it is curious to remark
that the meaning of the word, in French, tends to slide to retain the sole significa-
tion of “idea™). The thought of a delicious food dish, for example, results in its
materialisation.

Tan, in the name of this “natural” power, begins by paying hommage — he had
already done so in his seal carving — to he who is the symbol of power of the
imagination: Cang Jie, the creator of Chinese characters. An anamorphotic land-
scape is composed of three characters [ |11 |, mountain, [ |cloud, and [ /% BREF |
print, the three basic elements on which Cang Jie would have copied the characters.

But the most spectacular of Tan’s creations is without doubt Town of shell,
where,-under the natural complexity of the shell, reflection of the inorganisation
of the origin of time, one perceives the impossible architecture of Dino Buzzati’s
drawings and moreover the anguished feeling of the imminence of a catastrophe
in Monsu Desiderio’s works.

In the heart of this town, which could have been built by both Gaudi and Nie-
meyer, time is stopped and men can, as in The Fall, inspired by a short story by

Boris Vian, stop in mid-air and look through the different storey windows at their
contemporaries living.

Creation, however, becomes more ascetic, to reach the total perfection of the
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of effects — playing with the intensity of the stroke, bursting of forms and mass,
variations on shading and deliberate blurring effect — allowed by burin or pointe-
séche engraving, lithographs, aquatint and even relief engraving.

Above all, cartogravure has, to the highest degree, one of the common character-
istics of traditional Chinese art and modern western techniques: it is restricted,
and it seems that the Chinese spirit, like the French spirit, is quite at ease in res-
triction — at least in art! — necessary for the blossomming of a “classic” art, if
“classic” means authentic. One could say that Tan, being at the crossroads of two
cultures, does in black and white what others do in colour, rather like Racine
who said, using 3000 adjectives, the same thing or at least almost the same, as
Shakespeare with 20,000.

Cartogravure is all that and more. At first glance, what does it remind you of?

A negative of a photograph: that, which on a “normal” painting would appear

in white would be black on a cartogravure and vice-versa. The difference, however,
is — and understanding this was Tan’s flash of genius — that this reverse effect
can itself be reversed.

Let’s take an example. In a “‘cartograved” portrait, eyebrows would appear white,
as on a negative; but nothing prevents the artist from making the eyes white as
well, although they would automatically be black on a negative! This is exactly
what Tan did in The Captive of Time, this strange and tormented portrait, yet so
very true of Boris Pasternak. This “reversing”, which gives access to the real and
the hyper-real, can be multiplied into infinity and it is this and this alone, that
makes cartogravure an art full of mystery and restleness, an art of the night —

the exact sense that Musset, in his Nuits, gave to the word.

From this moment, and when one knows the rest of his work, you can conceive
the fascination that Tan has for cartogravure: this technique agrees perfectly
with the themes that mean most to him.

Like Proteus, Tan likes to transpose, to interpret, to transform, to make people
and things change before our very eyes — and he had to become interested in art
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*‘deviations”, in particular, those which are in harmony with buddhist thinking.

We know, for example, of the anamorphosis, this pictorial trick of deep roots,
with multiple significations, and which consists, at the price of ingenious distor-
tions, of transformations and fusions, to cover up, under an unusual and in- -
offensive landscape, a ‘“‘censurable” scene — erotic, scatological or hermetic.
With the aid of a mirror or more often at the simple cost of careful observation,
one suddenly discovers the scene, or sometimes simply the profile which is, in
fact, the main subject. ;

The process was illustrated in France it the 17th century by Father Jean-Frangois
Niceron who, in fact, did this exclusively. Abandonned in the era of “bourgeois
realism”, it was brought back into fashion by the Surrealists.

I would like to think, as this would be another one of the significant coincidences,
that it would have been as the legend wants it, brought from China by Simon
Vouét, who, with one of Louis XIV’s Ambassadors made the trip to Peking. In
fact, Leonard de Vinci and Albert Diirer knew anamorphosis well before Simon
Vouét, . .

Whatever the case, Tan found this curious art and art for curious people simul-
taneously in both the eras where he acknowledges masters, the Classicism and the
Surrealism. :

In fact, most of his cartogravures are of anamosphotic significance.

When one has a close look, faces appear to be slowly coming away from the
gangue in which they have been patiently and wittingly caught up in: the face of
Giacometti, under The Mountain, the figures of the Three Hermits, multilication
of the Poor from Moliére’s Dom Juan, among the electronic clouds, the dessicated
profile of The Prehistoric Man of Peking in the centre of the Experiences of Yu
Shao, and that of the artist’s father in the hollow of Crocodile Waves.

Then there are the erotic evocations, in the purest of Chinese tradition: one
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ROLAND DRIVON

What is cartogravure?

Perhaps you have never heard of this word, which
came into being at the end of 1978 in the work-
shop of Tan Swie Hian following a rambling con-
versation between Michel Deverge, Tan and my-
self. The story does not tell which one of us in-
vented the word . . . it was a true spontaneous
collective creation.

Perhaps you haven’t even got the slightest idea

what this technique is. This new type of art was
not invented by Tan, and is, on appearance at
least, simple and inexpensive.

A sheet of scraping paper and an engraver’s pen,
stylet or pin, and perhaps a piece of sand paper as
large as my thumb, is all you need to become a
“‘cartograveur’’.

The process is known by all advertising designers
because no better method has yet been found to
give the absolute contrast of black and white;
advertising designers, and the students, of which
I was one, of old Soyer at the Teacher’s Training
College in Lyon. Old Soyer, who used to make
drawing look so simple and who was also curious
of all other techniques, arrived one day with his
black paper and without even knowing it, we were
all engaged in cartograving.

Of significant coincidence is that my first — and
only — cartogravure was of eastern inspiration. It
depicted, with something like the old Japanese
flag and fantasy Chinese characters in the back-
ground, a rickshaw puller.

The process of scraping paper was, at first, utilitarian and appeared to some as
being a mere curiosity without much of a fyture. In fact, when Tan produced his
first two cartogravures, The Four Geese and The Owl, in 1967, it was only one of
many things he tried to get some experience at. Liang Meng Kweng was most
interested in this work, but he stood alone, and as Tan found himself in a period
of meditative hibernation at this particular time, we had to wait until the end of
1978 before we saw him take up the art of cartogravure again.

Succumbing to the persistence of his friends, Tan accepted the task of illustrating
the cover of a bilingual edition (French-Chinese) of L’Etranger, edited by Alliance
Frangaise de Singapour: the mysterious waves of this black sun on the rock of
Sisyphus are from now on going to radiate through all his future works, at the
weekly rhythm of the “Literary Corner” of the Nanyang Siang Pau.

But why then did Tan make this process, a minor art if ever there was, a major
component of his art?

The fact is, that cartogravure offers most of the possibilities of traditional Chinese
art — calligraphy, painting and seal carving, the three sections in which a scholar-
artist must excell — and modern western techniques.

From calligraphy, cartogravure has the precision, the exactness, the “poverty”
in the noble sense of the word.

From Chinese painting, it has the immediacy and ineluctability: one cannot
correct oneself on rice paper, and it is equally impossible to correct on scraping
paper. Moreover, cartogravure, like Chinese painting, often consists of lines and
strokes rather than of volume.

However, it is seal carving to which cartogravure is most closely linked: in both
cases, the process of surface engraving is the same, and as in copper-plate en-
graving, is done in a limited space.

It also has the characteristics of modern western techniques and permits all types
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us and sometimes surprises us by its audacity, for instance, in Starry Night, in
which new media are used, or, to amaze us by its culture with the Fish of Changes,
double homage to the Yijing ( % #¢ ), Book of Changes and to M.C. Escher
(Western artist) with the most, apparently, conventional fish. Delicacy of the
stroke, mastery of the ink, strength of the brush, sureness of the composition
and cultural connotations make this pleasant and obv10usly easy painting, an
almost metaphysical work.

Generally speaking, Tan’s works, which are linked to the Chinese tradition, have
a solid composition based on different patterns: at times a firm main line, hori-
zontal, as in Mount Zao, oblique in Nude or Fish of Changes; at other times,
the composition is based on a violent opposition: two strong heavy vertical lines
are separated by an incommensurable chasm in the centre of the painting in So
. high that even birds have to cross by foot.

In other works, the composition is based on the opposition between a vertical
and a horizontal line cutting through the empty but vibrating space, in the Black
Panther of the Deverge collection for instance. In the Hurricane, an outstanding

diagonal, i.e. the trunk of a tree which is bowing, but still resisting to the strength -

of the wind, crosses ‘the horizontal lines of another tree which is being uprooted;
in the upper left quarter of the painting, there is a vacuum, between the fore-
ground of the earth and the foliage of the desperate tree, there is another vacuum.

Tan thus retakes in inventive compositions, the opposition between vacuum and
black ink of the C}unese tradition (here to emphasise the dynamism given by the
curved oblique).

" His ink is rich, sometimes dry, as can be seen in the setting of the Medztatmg
Bird, sometimes damp like in Mount Zao, sometimes splashed as in Hurricane.

The colour, generally gouache, discrete or provocative, heightens some important
points: the eyes of the panther, the blossoms of Spring is full on the branches,
the fish in Pleasure of the Fish, a background and a bird’s head in the extra-
ordinary The universe is but a big character and the red robe of the man under the
black butterflies in one of the most beautiful, maybe the most beautiful of the
artist’s paintings, Zhou and the Butterflies.
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The light is everywhere, and does not come from any identifiable source. Light
is inside the painting, in the glare of the vacuum, or, the spectator’s glance.

As for the style, in spite of Tan’s vast artistic knowledge, it is the very personal
style of a painter who builds a little further his spirit and his being as a creator
every time he tackles a new piece of work, or rather should I say, every time a
new piece of work tackles him.

Authentically Chinese, liberated by a genuine Chinese and Western culture, from
the weight of the tradition, Tan’s Chinese style painting belongs to universal
modern art. It teaches us that the music in Franz Kupka’s works, the infinite
vertigo in Jackson Pollock’s,” Nicholas de Stael’s obstinacy, Vasarely’s rythm,
the research of artists like Victor Pasmore, Kenneth Martin or Peter Lanyon are
the Western facettes of a universal approach towards creation, the transcendance
of everything, that a Chinese artist of the Southern, Seas is pursuing with eager-
ness, honesty, simplicity and sincerity.

An article must end, even if the writer would like to stay a little longer with the
painter and his works, beyond the seas.

But separation is inevitable, it is one of the many origins of Duhkha ( %= f% ,
suffering in Buddhism), therefore shall we wish the artist continues to find in
himself, the strength of creating, of looking for new media and exploring new
ways, which will teach us much about the world and ourselves.

Washington DC U.S.A.
October 21, 1980

* Traditionally, the scholar-amateur painter, who worked according to his
inspirations, was well considered, whereas the professional painter, who could
take orders thereby reducing himself to the level of a craftman, was despised,
by the intelligentsia.
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Some attempts to season Chinese themes with a Western dressing, by using oil on
canvas, or geometric perspective, appeared equally to be leading to failure, the
result being unbearable to the eyes of an art lover or a connaisseur.

The only obvious success gncountered by Chinese artists' came from tradition
and belonged to modern Western art, and although a Zao Wou-ki ( #H%Efi )is
bearer of the whole Chinese culture, his work has more in common with Soulages’
~ and Hartung’s works than with Ni Zan’s (' 2 # ), Mu Qi’s( 4 % ) or Wen
Zhenming’s ( 3CEH ).

Now, having been confronted with Tan Swie Hian’s paintings, I realise that the use

of traditional technical means — brush, ink, rice-paper, allied with solitude and .

meditation, concentration of the mind and action, allows us to find once again
one of the successes in pictorial art in the Chinese cultural tradition, even if
modern media such as gouache colours are sometimes used simultaneously.

Although nature is familiar to the artist, and understood by him from within,
the description, faithful but not slavish, becomes a re-creation, the painter having
fulfilled his" duty, reproduces as man, for his fellow men, that which nature
produced in creating the world. The vital energy ( $& ), creator of the world, seized
by the artist, gives life to his creations.

Thus in Hurricane, Mount Zao and So high that even birds have to cross by foot,
the immensity and the mystery of nature are not shown crudely, but revealed.

With the economy of means and effects of the best masters, Tan manages to take
up the challenge of both the chinese painter and the modern artist. Philisophical
painting, all impregnated with the purest, the sparest Buddhism, far from fleshy
chromographs and colourful devotional pictures, Tan’s art uses these weapons,
these means of education, so well known by the Chan ( j# ) masters, I mean
humour and absurdum. How not to think of Liang Kai ( #% ## ) painting with
- a few brush strokes Li Bai declaiming a poem (Commission for the Protection of
Cultural Heritage, Tokyo), or representing Hui Neng sixth Chan patriarch cutting
bamboos during the Illumination (National Museum, Tokyo)? The paradox is

part of the Chan way, thus, although purely personal in its style, So high even -

birds have to cross by foot appears to us as being linked to this important
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tradition.

The Meditating Bird displayed at a former exhibition and acquired by the writer
of this article, is also a work from this family. Representing a bird, the blue
contour and the green beak of which constitute with the staggering reddish-
brown branch which bears it, the sole coloured notes of the painting, this strong
work has bone, it has good ink as the Chinese critics used to say. The limits of the

'scene are solidly placed by the large brush strokes, defining an almost circular

space, from the centre of which springs up, as if illuminated, the branch on which
the bird is meditating in an instrospective effort familiar to the Arhat of tra-
ditional Buddhist painting.

The shown, or suggested solitude of an individual, human being or bird, is a con-
stant in Chinese painting. It is advisable to look at the relationship which unites
the character and nature. On a painting by the Buddhist individualist, Zhu Da,
also known as Bada Shanren ( j\ “k [lI A\ ), the two birds, of the Kamichi Sumi-
tomo collection, are part and parcel of nature, symbolised by the few branches.

The lone scholar in a landscape, travelling in Shen Zhou’s ( 7 & ) or Qiu Ying’s
( fi # ) and so many of their predecessors’ works, meditating or dreaming in
harmony with the world in Ma Yuan’s ( ¥ 3% ) and other master’s works, such
as in Zhang Feng’s (XVIIth Century) Autumn Landscape (Osaka, Yamato Bunka-

kan), appears at the beginning of landscape painting. ;

Hence Tan is not inventive through his themes, he is inventive through his subjects.
Definitely not an academic, he is an “amateur-scholar painter”*, according to
the very noble sense of the Chinese expression, and in no way a professional.

He does not paint to make' a living, but to express and communicate, if someone
among the spectators understands the message, the intuitive knowledge of the
reality, which includes the chaos of phenomenons, knowledge which has to be
obtained with pains, through meditation.

This spiritual, philosophical and intellectual approach of the art of painting could

have led Tan Swie Hian, in the first instant a writer, to an ice-cold intellectualism,
but the sincerity of his effort, and perhaps his suffering of being a creator touches
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MAUD GIRARD-GESLAN

Several years before I saw Tan Swie Hian’s paint-
ings, I had done a university course in Paris, the
subject of which was Chinese painting. Although
the emphasis was placed on landscape painting
and specially by the Four Great Masters of the
Yuan Dynasty ( 7CP4K% ) and by the Scholars
of the Wu (% ) School during the Ming
Dynasty, I liked to study other kinds of works
by these masters. Then, some personél research
for occasional papers led me to follow the de-
velopments of the many types of Chinese paint-
ing, until the XXth Century.

When I arrived in Singapore in 1978, I was con-
vinced ' that the use of the traditional media of
Chinese- painting — brush, ink, rice-paper or silk,
could only lead the artist to the infinite repetitions
of the models of the past, and relatively successful
according to his own genius. I knew Joseph Cahill
considered Zhu Da ( % # > 1625 —ac 1705) as
“the most inventive among the last great masters”.
It semed to me that whatever the type chosen —
landscape, flowers and birds or Buddhist painting,

" the fidelity to tradition, in spite of strong and

beautiful works such as those by Zhang Da Qian
( AT )andFuXinU( L& )(“Three
Masters” Exhibition, Singapore National Museum,
1980), had come to an artistic deadlock as the
post-impressionism had known in Europe at the
end of the XIXth Century. No actual creation
seemed possible, in my opinion, at that time.
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translated in collaboration with Jean-Marie Schiff Poems of
Jacques Prevert by Service Culturel, French Embassy;

invitation by the International Pen Club to the Third Asian Writers'
Conference in Taiwan.

1971 ——  Translation with Hao Hsiao Fei of The Diary of Vaslav Nijinsky
published by Chao Foon Press;
co-editor, with Liang Meng Kwang, of a new literary page in Nan-

: yang Siang Pau ;
second collection of poems published by the May Publishers;
Chao Foon Monthly ‘special number: Tan Swie Hian’s Writing ;
started on a journey to the inner self through meditation and Tai
Chi Chuan.

1972 —— Group show at the Alliance Francaise, with Leonard, Chehc and
other French artists.

1973 —— One-man show of Paintings of Infused Contemplation, National
Library, Singapore;
translated with May Sook Ching Sungei Mekong: Poems of Abdul
Latiff Mohidin published by Chao Foon Press;

- toured, France at the invitation of Marcel Flory; meeting Henri

Michaux, Zao Wou-ki, Philippe Scrive;
participated in Alfa Gallery’s Invitational;
experienced religious illumination; Y
stopped writing and painting.

1975 —— Delved in meditation:
translated The Doors of Perception by Aldous Huxley and essays
of Ramana Maharshi, Krishnamurti and Nitya Chaitanya;
disciple at the feet of theVenerable Seck Tham Meng.
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1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

Initiated into Tantric yoga by yogin the Old Konga.

Invited by the French Government to visit Georges Pompidou
Centre and other museums; meeting Etiemble, Raymond Oliver.
resumed painting following the persistence of Michel Deverge;

art exhibition by ten Nantah graduates.

One-man show at Musee Gauguin, Tahiti;

contributing cartogravures, humouristic snapshots to the Literary
Cafe of Nanyang Siang Pau edited by Liang Meng Kwang;

preview of Swie Hian's works for an exhibition in Parthenay
(France), Alliance Francaise;

interview with the journalist of Course autour du monde pro-

_ gramme of the French TV.

One-man show at Galerie de Parthenay, France;

one-man show at the Alliance Francasie, Singapore;

““Expo 3"’ at the Alliance Francaise, Singapore;

book jacket for M.K. Menon’s The Inheritors ;

awarded by the French Government Chevalier de L'Ordre des Arts
et des Lettres; .

Les sceaux de Tan ou la pierre du dedans, avec des textes de Michel
Deverge “published by the Alliance Francaise, Singapore.

" Visited Taiwan at the invitation of Michel Deverge;

visited Japan at the invitation of Rev. Chisaka of the Myoshinji
Temple; ,

one-man show at L’Association Francaise pour Le Developpement
Culturel et Scientifique en Asie, Taipei;

illustrated Dominique Gramont’s Grincements de dents ;
working with Roland Drivon on Protee ou L Art de |a nuit ;
one-man show at the Art House Gallery, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.
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Tan Swie Hian
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1943
1960
1961
1964

Took up oil painting.

Born on Pulau Halang, Sumatra, Indonesia.

Took up Chinese painting and calligraphy; bodybuilding.

Graduated from the Chinese High School, Singapore;

entered Nanyang University, majoring in the English language and
literature; s :

started contributing manuscripts to a literary page in Nanyang
Siang Pau edited by Yang Show Muo;

took up seal-engraving.
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1966

1967

1968

1969

1970

took over, with Yao Toh, Pai Yaw and Lie Tzang, the editorship

Founded with Tan Shao Kai and Lie Tong Liang Patrra , yearly
publication on Buddhism by Nanyang University Buddhist Society;
editor of Pattra 1 .

vice-president, Nantah Buddhist Society;

vice-president, Nantah Art Society;

secretary, Nantah Chinese Painting and Calligraphy Society;

edited Pattra 2 ; =X

main force in the modernist movement launched by Liang Meng
Kwang in the literary page of Ngnyang Siang Pau;

took up cartogravure.

Co-editor, designer of Literary Miscellany published by the
Department of Modern Languages and Literature, Nanyang Uni-
versity;

designed Nanyang University Graduates’ Year Book ;

graduated from Nantah;

first collection of poems 7The Giant published by the May
Publishers; '

joined the French Embassy in Singapore as press secretary.

Ten Short Stories and One Short Novel published by the May
Publishers;

of Chao Foon Monthly , a Chinese literary monthly with the
longest history in publication on the Singapore-Malaysian _Iifterary
scene. .

Translated in collaboration, with C. Anthony Plays of Samuel
Beckett and Prose Poems of Henri Michaux into Chinese,
published by Service Culturel, French Embassy;
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1972 —— B = B RAS AL E BB A £ 2 L 2B E ©
1973 — A ERFBE K BTEREE;
ﬂﬁmEAﬁfﬁﬁiﬁﬁJ’%ﬂ&ﬁmmm,
SH A RS BEEAKE  BRBEE - B BRE
. RAR ,
AR ERER
BB R 3 2 BHA# ;
ZikEERE - -
1975 — R A& ;
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1976 — B HBEEAEE -
1977 —— 2 7% B R W S 22 R L0 &0 SO AL B0 ohots TR H A B 9 6 5 RV fF
C RREN BBAFRRFZ
EBIEZRE T KEEE
BA+TRAER
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BHBEBREFREERCEERMSHE (BLK)
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1980 — R WIIEBIFH 68 ;
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Fous parmi les fous, les peintres adeptes du boudd-
hisme chan je relie Tan Swie Hian, car il suit la voie
inclassable, entrant en pinceaux comme les gorges
de dieu en extase.

/ Michel Deverge

The black and white etchings of Buddhist meditator
Tan Swie Hian showed a talent and imagination
completely out of the ordinary in Singapore.

/ Rachel Barnes

Tan Swie Hian, un connaisseur des moments de la
couleur.

/ Henri Michaux
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