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Bull dogs are rarely featured in Chinese paintings. Yet in a recent
exhibition of paintings by Zhao Hong, | came across one which is, unlike
those ugly ones with rubbery-like faces in real life, both cute and serious.
Through the inscription and its lively eyes, Zhao Hong allows it to assert
the importance of money. In yet another painting, the glance of a beautiful
lady seemed to interact with that of a horse’s, providing a captivating
visual impact and reminded me of a Chinese Opera scene. Zhao Hong
once said to me that he likes to add an animal - usually a cat or a dog -
when painting a beautiful lady in his works. Cats are demure and
mysterious, much like a gorgeous lady; dogs are like children, simple
yet mischievous; horses symbolise power.

Zhao Hong paints many objects, foods, and figures. They include
banana, pineapple, dumplings etc. There is a lobster that he exaggerated
to look like Hercules. The secret of his success lies in his manipulation
of ink and brush - two major weapons in Chinese painting. He puts
them to good use in depicting lines, blocks and dots. His use of fine
lines works its magic in depicting the eyes, which take on a magical
attraction. Ordinary scenes of urban living had not escaped his
sharp eyes. His depiction of an elderly coffee stall assistant was
the most talked-about piece for his down-cast eyes while making
coffee. Three young people trapped in a room looking bored during
the covid pandemic remind us of the horror that had surrounded us.

Zhao Hong was from Beijing and has been active in the arts scene,
taking part in various forums on art. He was Deputy Head of a famous
private museum for a while. In 2011, he moved to Singapore with his
wife and only son when she was offered a job as a legal counsel of a
major American IT company. In the early years of his arrival, Zhao Hong
did some voluntary work for the then Singapore Art Museum.

Years ago, he was part of major national projects which involved
the return of important artifacts - mainly sculptures - from various countries.

He believes that art critique is an academic pursuit. An art critic
needs to be erudite in art history, philosophy, and aesthetics. He is of
the view that people who write art critique without such knowledge often
write about the artist’s life and character. In fact, these two aspects are
not that important.

Besides being erudite, an artist must view as many paintings as
possible to be able to tell the fine ones from the inferior. He has viewed
many paintings: “An artist must aim to establish one’s personal style”.

He paints almost every day because he enjoys painting. Besides
painting, he writes an art column, mainly art critiques, for a Chinese
community journal. He is member of a museum group which handles
captions for exhibitions and translation for the National Gallery of
Singapore.
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Ramayana retold in Chinese

Last August, Arun Mahizhnan, Director of the Center for Singa-
pore Tamil Culture invited me to share the stories of my journey in
creating Ramayana as Chinese drama, puppet theatre and Chinese
opera at the National Library.

Ramayana fascinated me when | was a child in Jakarta.
| watched the Wayang Kulit version of Ramayana at temples and its
interpretation in Wayang Wong style in theatres. Watching Mr. K. P.
Bhaskar’s adaptation of the Chinese folktale “The Butterfly Lovers”
inspired me to tell the Ramayana story to a Chinese audience. In
1971, | created a shadow play, based on Ramayana, in Chinese. The
premiere was held at the Children Playhouse (1965-1980), a Chinese
theatre group that nurtured young performers, dancers, musicians,
and singers.

19 years later, a children’s play based on Ramayana titled “The
Adventure in the Forest “was created by Arts and Acts, a bilingual
theatre group which | established, for the Young Peoples Theatre
Festival organised by then Ministry of Community Development. That
version was presented in Indonesian Wayang Wong style with
exquisite costumes, elegant choreography, melodic gamelan music
and well-arranged fighting sequences. The following year, “The
Adventure in the Forest” was invited to perform overseas by the
Chinese University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong Fringe Festival as well
as the Toyama International Theatre Festival in Japan and won the
Silver Award.

In 1991, | collaborated with the Thau Yong association, establi-
shed in 1931, to premiere a Teochew opera version of Ramayana
commissioned by the Stuttgart International Theatre Festival. The
success in Germany led to an invitation from the National Theatre
of Thailand, which in 1999 commissioned the writer to present a
Huangmie opera version of Ramayana. That version was invited by
the Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR), India, to participate
in the Ramayana International Theatre Festival in New Delhi, and
toured Khajuraho, Varanasi, and Chitrakut, a small town where Rama
was in exile. The great success of the tour in India led to invitations
from over a dozen of International Theatre Festivals in Europe, the
Middle East, China, Japan, Korea, and Southeast Asia countries. The
objective of promoting cultural diplomacy is best summarised by
Singapore’s Ambassador to Thailand Wong Kwok Ping in 1995:
“Its art from of Teochew opera is Chinese, whereas the story
of Ramayana is Indian. It is a bold and innovative adventure. Such
cultural exchanges and innovation can only serve to revitalise our
societies, creating strength out of differences.”
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Clementi:
The Famous Holding the Fort

Clementi is a mature estate located in the western part of Singapore,
with only about 27,000 HDB flats and 100,000 residents. In contrast, the
population of Punggol New Town is nearly its double. The Clementi New
Town was developed in the 1970s to replace the former military barracks,
kampung and marshland. The Sussex Estate built in the 1950s for high-ranking
British officers, was a remnant of that time. However, this estate on today’s
Clementi Avenue 1 was demolished before the turn of the millennium.

Clementi may be seen as an education hub. Polytechnics, universities,
and a host of primary and secondary schools spread along the 5km-long
Clementi Road. It is also home to Clementi Forest, the second largest
secondary forest in Singapore. According to the Ministry of National
Development (MND), the forest is marked as residential area although there
are no immediate plans to convert it for housing purposes.

Clementi is home to three roads named after the famous: Clementi,
Winsemius and King Albert. Clementi is a household brand with Clementi
Town, Clementi Road, Clementi avenues, schools, sports centre, police
station, park, army camp, shopping mall etc. Perhaps even Sir Stamford
Raffles would admire that Clementi turned out to be more famous than him.

There were two Clementi serving as governor of Singapore during the
colonial era. The first being Sir Cecil Clementi Smith (1875-1893). The
second being Sir Cecil Clementi (1930-1934), who was formerly Governor
of Hong Kong. Incidentally, "Clementi Jr." was the nephew of "Clementi Sr.".

Clementi Sr. already had Cecil Street named after him in the late 19th
century. Clementi Jr. had already given himself the Chinese name £X%
(Jin Wen Tai) when he was in Hong Kong. A few months after Clementi Jr.
died in 1947, the name of Clementi Road was finalised. Hence the majestic
"Clementi" is more likely a tribute to Clementi Jr.

The Albert Winsemius Lane next to the Sunset neighbourhood serves
to commemorate Dr Winsemius' contribution to the economic development
of Singapore. Hailing from the Netherlands, Winsemius led a United Nations
mission to Singapore in 1960 to draw up a master plan for the Jurong Industrial
Estate.

The immediate plan proposed by the UN team, which was led by Winsemius
with Japanese experts as the backbone, included the establishment of the
Economic Development Board (EDB) and the introduction of incentives
for new industries. Singapore succeeded in securing several multinational
companies to invest in the Jurong Industrial Estate.

Winsemius believed that Singapore needed state-of-the-art technology,
modern management, entrepreneurship and global marketing knowledge
from Europe and the United States, and that investors’ confidence would
come from the Singapore government's approach to its colonial heritage.
Preserving the symbolic significance of the Raffles statue would have a positive
impact on Singapore's ability to attract foreign investments. He continued to
serve as an economic advisor for almost a quarter of a century and guided
Singapore's transition from a predominantly labour-intensive economy to a
capital-intensive one.

King Albert Park connects Clementi Road with Bukit Timah Road. But
who is King Albert Park named after? The first traces to George VI, father
of the recently deceased Queen Elizabeth I, whose name was Prince Albert
of York. George VI succeeded to the throne thanks to his brother Edward
VIIl. Edward VIII's love affair with an American divorcee caused so much
public outcry in England that he eventually decided to abdicate and settled
in France with his lover.

Another school of thought says the park is named after King Albert | of
Belgium. The Belgium bank had invested in the King Albert Park estate before
World War II, and thus 'crowned' it with the King’s name. Having said that, it
was quite unlikely that the British, who had no special relationship with the
Belgian King, would do him such a big favour as to credit a street after him.
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