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Ȱ/Æ ÁÌÌ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÓȟ ÁÂÓÔÒÁÃÔ ÐÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ difficult. It demands that you know how to draw well, that you have a 

heightened sensitivity for composition and for color, and that you be a true poet. This last is essentialȢȱ1

Wassily Kandinsky 

 

0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÁÒÙ ÔÏ ÅØÐÅÃÔÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ Ȱ3ÅÃÏÎÄ .ÁÔÕÒÅȱ ÁÓ Á ÔÉtle suggested by Wong Keen to 

label this new body of work has very little, if not nothing at all to do with indicating a 

habitual characteristic. Not even if the protean form of the lotus plant continues to gallivant, 

Ô×ÉÓÔ ÏÒ ÂÅÎÄ ÁÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȭs agenda, just as it has performed in his oeuvre for 

almost three decades, and remains very much present as a significant impulse in this new 

series.   

As most abstract artists would purport, abstraction as a formalistic device is essentially 

rooted in sincere observations of nature and the everyday reality. Similarly, Wong Keen is 

quick to underline that his art is fundamentally derived from personal reflections on the 

ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ×ÏÒÌÄȟ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÃÏÁÌÅÓÃÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÉÄÅÁÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÆÏÒÍ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÑÕÏÔÉÄÉÁÎ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅȟ 

relations to the natural world and the visible and invisible social order that governs us. Yet 

just as René Magritte dramatically called attention to the artificiality of the image and the 

inadequacy of art as a mirror of reality with his 1928 oil painting, #ÅÃÉ ÎȭÅÓÔ ÐÁÓ ÕÎÅ ÐÉÐÅ 

(This is not a pipeɊ ɍρɎȟ 7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȟ ÉÎ ÅØÐÌÁÉÎÉÎÇ ÈÉÓ ÁÄÏÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ Ȱ3ÅÃÏÎÄ .ÁÔÕÒÅȱ ÒÕÅÆÕÌÌÙ 

ÈÉÇÈÌÉÇÈÔÓ ÈÉÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ȰÅÓÓÅÎÃÅÓ ÄÉÇÅÓÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÅØÃÒÅÔÅÄȱ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȠ ÔÈÅ 

works suffice in themselves as metamorphic remnÁÎÔÓ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÎÔÅÎÄ ÁÔ ÂÅÓÔȟ ȰÁÓ Á 

ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÆÏÒÍ ÏÆ ÎÁÔÕÒÅ ÏÒÄÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȢȱ2 

 

 
[1] René Magritte, #ÅÃÉ ÎȭÅÓÔ ÐÁÓ ÕÎÅ ÐÉÐÅ 

 
 

Recognised by most as the first Singaporean artist to have forayed into the field of 

!ÂÓÔÒÁÃÔ %ØÐÒÅÓÓÉÏÎÉÓÍȟ 7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȭs works, with their unique and enthralling visual 
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poetics, have captured the hearts and imaginations of critics and collectors both locally 

and abroad. His artistic oeuvre is an embodiment of cross-cultural confluences, inspired 

by the elegance and expressiveness of Chinese ink painting and calligraphy, as well as 

his fascination with the Abstract Expressionist style. Having exhibited internationally 

since his youth, he has since amassed over dozens of solo and group shows under his 

belt. In addition to private patronage from around the world, his works are also 

collected by the Singapore Art Museum, Resorts World Sentosa and The Fullerton Hotel. 

 
7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȭÓ Second Nature is borne from a sophisticated approach that combines a 

rudimentary printmaking procedure with painting ɀ a technique frequently explored 

and applied by the artist since the 1960s when he began living in New York ɀ the series 

leverages upon, and at times deconstructs 

the properties of acrylic pigment to achieve 

a stunning visual effect that stimulates the 

Chinese ink-wash ( : shui mo) 

execution. Some pieces also underwent an 

additional phase of being meaningfully 

dissected and incorporated into collage 

compositions. 

 

"ÅÃÁÕÓÅ Á ×ÏÒË ÏÆ ÁÒÔ ÉÓ ÂÙ ÖÉÒÔÕÅ ÁÎ ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÉÔÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÏÒȭÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÁÌÉty and intention, 

ÔÈÅ ÁÍÁÌÇÁÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÆÏÒÍÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÅÃÈÎÉÑÕÅÓ ÅÍÂÏÄÉÅÄ ÉÎ 7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ Á 

natural synthesis of his life circumstances and intellectual evolvement. Growing up in a 

scholar-ÁÒÔÉÓÔ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔȟ 7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȭÓ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ ×ÁÓ Á ÖÅÔÅÒÁÎ #ÁÌÌÉÇÒÁÐhy practitioner 

and his knowledge of and appreciation for Chinese art was inculcated since childhood. 

On the other hand, the art lessons he undertook during his earlier teenage years 

constituted his first critical exposure to Western art. By the time the 19-year-old Wong 

Keen moved to America to study at the Art Students League of New York, his artistic 

vision was already fertilised by an East-West sensibility. Being schooled in Abstract 

Expressionism at the league in a powerful arts centre that was New York provided vast 

ÅÎÒÉÃÈÍÅÎÔ ÁÎÄ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎÌÙ ÅØÐÅÄÉÔÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÙÏÕÎÇ 7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȭÓ ÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÆÏÒ Á ÓÔÙÌÉÓÔÉÃ 

direction. As espoused in the book, Wong Keen: 
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Ȱ)Î 7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȭÓ ÖÉÅ×ȟ ÔÈÅ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÃÁÌÌÉÇÒÁÐÈÉÃ ÉÄÅÏÇÒÁÍÓ ÍÁÙ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÓÉÄÅÒÅÄ ÓÏÍÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄÅÓÔ ÁÎÄ 

most stylised forms in art. In fact, his early familiarity with the fluid and expressive quality of 

Chinese calligraphic brushwork proved to be an advantage as well as a convergent point for his 

subsequent immersion in Abstract Expressionism, which to a degree also harnesses the quality of 

strong, gestural brushstrokes, and the masterly balance between control and spontaneity; harmony 

and tension. As such, it is of little wonder that while still a student at the Art Students League, Wong 

+ÅÅÎȭÓ ÃÒÅÁÔÉÖÅ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ρ960s already flourished with a sophisticated and spirited 

ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÂÓÔÒÁÃÔÉÏÎ ÓÔÙÌÅÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÔÁËÅÎ ÉÎ ÂÏÔÈ #ÈÉÎÅÓÅ ÁÎÄ 7ÅÓÔÅÒÎ ÁÒÔ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȢȱ3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1965, Wong Keen travelled to London for his 
studies after being awarded the Edward G. McDowell 
Travelling Scholarship by the Art Students League. 
While venturing around Europe, he also met up with 
his former art mentor, Chen Wen Hsi. This photo was 
shot in Bern, Germany. 

 

 

 
[2] Coming to it. Ink wash on Paper. 1965 
 
This abstract Chinese ink painting was among a 
series created and exhibited by Wong Keen when he 
was on the scholarship exchange at the Saint 
-ÁÒÔÉÎȭs School of Art in London in 1965.  
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Though primarily known as an oil and acrylic painter, Wong Keen has in the last few 

decades experimented tirelessly with Chinese ink-wash techniques. Apart from the ink 

medium, he also took to exploring more opaque and weightier body in the form of oil or 

acrylic paint to render an affective subtlety more usually associated with Chinese ink-

wash.  

Composed with his signature bold and gestural brushwork, the various abstract 

compositions from [2] to [6] ÅØÅÍÐÌÉÆÙ 7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȭÓ ÒÅÌÅÎÔÌÅÓÓ ÐÕÒÓÕÉÔ ÉÎ ÅÖÏÌÖÉÎÇ Á 

visual language that traverses the limits of medium. In particular, his abstract ink work 

ÏÆ ÔÈÅ Ȭ60s period appears to be notably influenced by the minimal and expressive visual 

idiom of Bada Shanren, albeit stylistically more abstract and idiosyncratic in gesture [2]-

[5]. Elsewhere, later explorations such as Formation Series XXV [6] are often 

characterised by a bolder and denser palette in acrylic and can at times swing towards a 

symphonic bombardment of thick, luminous hues. 

 

 

     
[3] Abstract Ink II, c. 1960s, Ink on rice paper, 15 x 18 cm  [4] Abstract Ink III, c. 1960s, Ink on rice paper, 18 x 15 cm 

       Private Collection      Private Collection 
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[5] Once Upon a Time, 1963, Oil on canvas, 32 x 36 cm [6] Formation Series XXV, 1999, Acrylic on rice paper, 61 x 83 cm 

          Private Collection 

 
 

Transforming his ingenious reflections of nature into a rhythmic and resplendent battle 

of forms and colours, Second Nature marks the latest installment in this line and the 

body of work remarkably marries the sublime gesture of Chinese ink aesthetics with an 

innovative and pulsating range of viviÄȟ ÅØÕÂÅÒÁÎÔ ÈÕÅÓȢ %ÖÉÄÅÎÔÌÙȟ 7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȭÓ 

knowledge of the Colour-Field theory gained during his time at the Art Students League 

and his devoted study of strategic colour placements in establishing form and balance 

have been vital in cradling this new series.  

 

    
The Swing II , 2013, Acrylic on rice paper, 48 x 53 cm               Invasion of a Species, 2013, Acrylic on rice paper, 51 x 61 cm 
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Blue Jazz III, 2013, Acrylic on rice paper, 180 x 96 cm 

 

 

   
Black Rhythm, 2013, acrylic on rice paper, 104 x 97 cm             Emerging of the Green, 2013, acrylic on rice paper, 105 x 97 cm 
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There cannot be a better testament to Wong KeenȭÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÄÉÂÌÅ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÓÕÍÍÏÎ Á 

myriad of sensations than the unapologetic upheaval of emotions that confront us as we 

plug into the different pieces or are at times merely roving across the different spaces in 

a single work; never mind that the expressive yet enigmatic forms resist disclosure and 

we find ourselves being led into a mystical universe. Encountering 7ÏÎÇ +ÅÅÎȭs new 

series, we are both mesmerised and bewildered by the incandescence borne from the 

artistȭÓ ÓÙÎÅÒÇÅÔÉÃ ÆÌÕØ ÏÆ ÅØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅÄ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÁÄ-lib impulses ɀa quality that has 

stood undeniably pronounced across his entire career.    

 

*The text in this reading material is taken from the exhibition catalogue Second Nature: Paintings by Wong 

Keen (Copyright 2014 by Artcommune Gallery Pte Ltd). No part of this reading material is to be 

reproduced without the permission of artcommune gallery. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                       
1
 A quote by Russian-born artist Wassily Kandinsky (1866 ɀ 1944). Kandinsky, one of the founding fathers of modern abstract art 

was a painter, art theorist, teacher, lithographer and wood-engraver. 
2
  Interview with Wong Keen, 26 May 2014. 

3
  -Á 0ÅÉÙÉȟ Ȱ%ÁÒÌÙ ,ÉÆÅ ÉÎ 3ÉÎÇÁÐÏÒÅ ÁÎÄ .Å× 9ÏÒËȟȱ ÐȢρπ ÉÎ Wong Keen, Singapore: artcommune gallery, 2013.  

 


