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Self-banised
but freed in art odyssey

Ren Jianhui was born in Chengdu in 1956. In 1978, he enrolled
in the Central Academy of Arts and Crafts (now the Academy of
Fine Arts of Tsinghua University) where Wu Guanzhong was his
mentor. He majored in Book Art design and systematically studied
sketching, oil painting, traditional Chinese painting, ink pen
drawing, etc. Among the teachers, many were famous artists
like Fan Zeng and Li Yan (son of Li Kuchan, a great 20th century
Chinese ink master). Wu Guanzhong appreciated Ren’s talent
so much that even after he graduated, Wu invited him for dinner
at home many times and gifted him one of his paintings with
his personal signature as encouragement. When Chu Teh Chunl!
(1920-2014) held an exhibition in the China Art Museum Beijing,
Wu Guanzhong specifically hoped to recommend Ren to Chu Teh
Chun. It was a pity that Ren missed the appointment.

30 years ago, in 1992, Ren relocated to Singapore from Beijing.
At that time, his friends in the arts circle, including Zhou Chunya,
Zeng Fanzhi, He Duoling, and a large number of contemporary
pioneer painters of the same period like Yue Minjun, Fang Lijun,
Zhang Xiaogang, Liu Xiaodong, and Sui Jianguo had either
successfully or were set to attract strong interest from the West.
All pop artworks with Chinese symbols, exaggerated political
images or concepts were hunted by the international arts capital
and became the classics of emerging modernism. Every painter
seemed to be standing on a big ship advancing against the tide;
sadly when 2022 came, the grand era has already come to an end.
The United States and the West are now raising the political banner
again. However this time, China or artists with Chinese faces are
no longer welcomed with flowers, applause, and huge capital. The
rise of China has frightened the western world and the international
arts community and art critic system challenged. They will have to
face an epic change... disaster or not, who knows?

For Ren, his decision to be in Singapore in 1992 was not much
of an active choice but a spontaneous self-exile. The artistic
atmosphere here was not very strong then and thus he was not
under public scrutiny like those Chinese pioneer painters of the
same period. Instead, it felt as if he jumped off the boat like a
floating bottle. Till today, he remained floating in the warm South
China Sea, with undercurrents surging, him rising, falling, but not
landing. A proud student of master Wu Guanzhong, Ren now teaches
painting and creates works in a house in Queenstown. He is always
seen as a standard oriental gentleman and modest teacher while
in his mind and works, there is still a constant sense of pride and
deep thinking about human nature and the Universe. He admires
the wildness and capriciousness of Francis Bacon (1909-1992) and
Lucian Freud (1922-2011). His heart is to secure a place in the
western art system as a Chinese painter.

[1] Together with Wu Guanzhong and Zao Wou Ki, they were known as the three
swordsmen studying in France in Chinese art circles, and academician of the
French Academy of Art.
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An accomplished actor with a new role

It is said that early childhood memory is a predictor of growth trajectories.
Gary Kong’s artistic achievements are indeed closely linked to his childhood
experience of watching the very many Cantonese opera performances in China-
town. Smith Street was called Theatre Street, Temple Street was referred to as
Xiyuan Theatre Back Street, and Trengganu Street was known as Theatre Side
Street. Gary said, “| was able to watch the street theatre featuring stars from
Hong Kong who appeared in the street theatre. These open-air performances
ran from early evening to midnight. Initially | was attracted by the intricate
makeup and glittering headdresses of the performers but soon | learned to
appreciate the musical and theatrical aspects of the shows. My knowledge was
greatly enhanced by listening to the Rediffusion and radio later.”

Gary’s creative hobbies were absolutely essential for his emotional well-
being when he was in school. Using his pyjamas as “watersleeve”, he spent
hours imitating the movements in Cantonese opera to practise his moves and
singing. He learned by himself in the bathroom to improve his singing skills
when he was a student in the Bukit Ho Swee Secondary School. By the time
he was a secondary three student, Gary came up with an idea to perform one
of the most famous Cantonese operas by the late renowned dramatist Tong
Tik Sang. His unusual proposal of performing an excerpt of Di Ni Hua was
immediately supported by an equally talented fellow student, Aw Yong Peng
Mun, who later became a well-established Hua Dan (lead female role) actor.
Peng Mun played Princess Chang Ping while Gary played her lover Zhou Shi
Xian. In 1982, they both joined the Chinese Theatre Circle (CTC) set up by
Joanna Wong and Leslie Wong.

Initially playing soldiers or guards, Gary rose to take on major roles in the
productions of CTC and travelled with the group to perform overseas. Gary is
among the first batch of artistes nurtured by the CTC.

In 2012, Gary set up a new Cantonese opera group called the Chinese
Cultural Arts Centre (CCAC) with support from close friends. It would present
public performances and conduct training classes regularly. The CCAC
collaborated with many Cantonese opera groups and artistes. The classes
Gary conducted have been popular and many of the students have been learning
the art of Cantonese opera from him for more than a decade. They also performed
in the concerts CCAC organised and in presentations of other groups.

Gary’s expertise led to an invitation from the Chinese Opera Institute
when it organised Singapore’s first International Conference on Cantonese
Opera at the National Museum. His presentation on “The Arts of Wen Wu
Sheng” impressed the audience with his long years of observation of Cantonese
opera performances and deep knowledge of the arts and various roles. “Wen
Wu Sheng is a unique role type in Cantonese opera which demands an actor to
be able to sing well and at the same time play roles that require the performer
to master weaponry in fighting scenes. | am very lucky to have watched
the performances of generations of Wen Wu Sheng actors. Their skillful
performances have won acclaim locally and internationally.

Cantonese opera groups and activists responded to the challenges of the
Covid pandemic well and found ways to connect with the audience by presenting
their shows online. One good example was “Tiger Tally” written by Sally Low,
with Gary Kong, Sally Low, and Philip Chan playing lead roles. The show was
professionally recorded and produced by the Chinese Opera Society.

Recently, Gary was elected as Head of General Affairs of the Cantonese
opera guild. The guild was set up in 1857, officially registered in 1890 and was
re-named Pat Wo Wui Kun. Gary is spearheading a project to connect all Pat
Wo Wui Kun in Southeast Asia and beyond. It is hoped that the association will
find ways to collaborate with fellow practitioners of Pat Wo Wui Lun to counter
the challenges of declining audienceship. Gary is convinced, “Language is the
cornerstone of Cantonese opera culture. How we keep the language alive is
crucial to the revival of the once popular art form in Singapore. | am sure that
when there is will, there is way, as intangible cultural heritage plays a key role
in strengthening the social fabric in an inclusive way.”
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