A Sonata of Light and Shadows:
A Review of Mastering Light & Shade in Watercolour
    I first saw Mr Ong Kim Seng on a sunny day in the fall of 2003. Having come all the way from Singapore to the opening ceremony of China’s First National Watercolour Exhibition, Mr Ong was a tall, sturdy and suntanned  man with a canvas bag slung over him. He looked completely like a traveller. His watercolour painting Stall Bali won the Silver Award. Mr Ong Kim Seng, President of the Singapore Watercolour Society, is also a Dolphin Fellow of the American Watercolour Society, from which he has won six awards. His collectors include leaders such as Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II, Mr Zhu Rongji the Prime Minister of the People’s Republic of China, and Mr H. E. Kofi Anan the Secretary-General of the United Nations. He stands in the ranks of the world’s celebrated masters of watercolour painting. 

    The Chinese version of Mastering Light & Shade in Watercolour is translated from the English original written by Mr Ong Kim Seng (published by Australia’s International Artist Publishing, Inc.). To China’s watercolour enthusiasts, this is one of those splendid books that are hard to come by. Mr Huang Tieshan, renowned watercolourist and Director of the China Artists Association’s Watercolour Art Committee, commends it thus: “This is one of the best books on watercolour techniques available in the country currently. It offers a thorough and solid discussion on orthodox watercolour techniques. The works in the book have expertly executed washes, fully expressing the pictorial language true to the watercolour medium, and demonstrating Mr Ong’s superb watercolour techniques and unique style. It also emphasizes outdoor life sketching，which endows it with a positive significance for the healthy development of watercolour painting in China, as it points towards correcting errors common amongst Chinese watercolourists – i.e., the tendency of painting directly from photographs and in seclusion from real life, and the production of rigidified, lifeless, tasteless or antiquated works.” 

    Mastering Light & Shade in Watercolour is a profoundly moving book in which Mr Ong shares his insights from decades of watercolour painting in an intimately personal tone. He does this through the use of 200 of his own works, putting together charming images where light and shadows are almost quivering with a certain life. The main feature of the book is really the way Mr Ong organises his own painting experience. In a fashion unique to himself, he unpacks 17 specific steps and 10 techniques (each complete with a demonstration) in a progressive order, coupled with a lively format rich in variety. The result is a dazzling, artistic juxtaposition of images and texts. All in all, it is highly readable and pleasant, and one can truly learn from it. Open the book, and you will enter a world of living and breathing watercolours full of exotic hues and variegated harmonies of luminosity and darkness.
Being the master of chiaroscuro that he is, Mr Ong’s paintings are always full of sunshine. He has a deep understanding of light and shadows. He is good at capturing stunning scenes under the sun that escape the notice of others, creating a brilliant effect through the ingenious use of shades. Mr Ong is also proficient in using shadows to portray three-dimensional space and set off the focal point of the work. A certain appeal coagulates through the nuances and forms of his shades, as he (to quote Zong Baihua) “wields a brush that pursues light and darkness to speak for a heart that connects with both humanity and Nature.” In Sunlit Hut，the long shadows of the coconut trees waver on the ground as the brownish and crimson darknesses interplay with the misty blue sky, accompanied by yellow leaves that resemble lively musical notes – such is the radiant enchantment of a tropical rubber plantation depicted with a casual yet masterful touch. In Old Street, it is the old mottled walls，faded blinds，and people hurrying in the streets under the glaring noonday sun that speak of busyness, accentuated by the painstaking arrangement of dark areas in varying tones of a warm purplish colour. In Santa Margarita, we see a different appeal, characteristic of the Mediterranean coasts – here, the sonata of light and shadows consists of white buildings, red tiles, green trees and the blue sky, all glittering like gemstones in the shades of swaying palm trees.
According to Lao Zi, “To know the white and guard the black is the paradigm for the world.” There is no blackness without whiteness, just as there is no whiteness without blackness. Each of the two constitutes the fulcrum of being for the other. In watercolours, the use of blank spaces and the arrangement of shadows is precisely a fine demonstration of the way black and white (or yin and yang) complement and give rise to each other. This is something Mr Ong knows very well. For the sake of presenting the luminosity of sunlight, he often leaves white spaces in his paintings appropriately, such that they direct viewer’s line of vision towards the focal point, effectively highlighting points of interest. When we, for instance, look at the fishing village scene in Comogli taken from southern Italy, we appreciate the play between the bold voids and striking shadows, which offers us an experience of the fusion of Eastern concepts and ideas of chiaroscuro in Western painting. As Mr Wang Weixing, professor at the Central Art Institute and Deputy Director of the Watercolour Art Committee, puts it, “His paintings embody a combination of the Chinese cultural spirit and the optical principles in traditional watercolours and Impressionism, integrated with his own techniques (particularly, his treatment of shadows). All these result in a style with an Eastern flavour.”

Examples of this sort abound. In the painting Singapore Skyline, the towering skyscrapers in the backdrop of an azure sky and bluish sea are infused with life, thanks to the splashing waves under an advancing vessel in the foreground. A contrast between stillness and motion is created, which gives rise to a beautiful harmony between openness and closure. 

“The ability to use colours effectively to reveal the emotional message of a painting contributes much to its success”, and “every one of [Mr Ong’s] paintings is an expression of how and what [he] think[s], and how and what [he] feel[s]”. “Use bright colours to depict sunny emotions,” says Mr Ong，”My palette consists largely of colours that produce bright, warm and cheerful landscapes, clear skies, lush greenery and stark shadows.” In the wilderness of southern France, he experienced Paul Cezanne’s vibrant colours as if he had walked right into one of the master’s paintings. He was so excited that, with a fleeting, passion-charged brush, he painted Baynac, France, a landscape painting executed in the style and colours of Cezanne.(Baynac is, of course, the place where Cezanne resided and painted in his latter years, and where he eventually died.) His Sorrento Café presents to us an orange wall in the summer sunlight – the intoxicating green richness and the fine feminine form in the dark-coloured doorway invite us to return to Sorrento，filling us with yearning for the rich aroma of a cup of Italian coffee.

Mastering Light & Shade in Watercolour manages to explain difficult theoretical points in straight and concise words, achieving much with apparent ease. Hard-to-master watercolour techniques are made delightfully clear through demonstrations with works of dazzling colours.  Sublime pieces of various approaches are employed with mutual complementarity to clarify techniques such as fusion, colour layering, glazing, the wet-in-wet approach, the dry brush approach, the combination of the wet-in-wet and dry brush approaches, etc., on top of the use of apt descriptive language. Furthermore, Mr Ong proceeds along an exciting and logical path of progression, going from painting tools and materials to the various rules of composition, from the intensification of colours, the design of areas of contrasting colours, to the use of shadows for presenting brilliance. His quotable quotes are many, his writing intriguing. He devotes an entire chapter just to elaborate on the concepts of harmony, unity and balance, so that the reader may learn how to critique artworks on his own. Mr Ong does not hold back but provides 10 sets of demonstration pictures for the steps for various techniques. These are real-life photographs that lay bare the progression from one stage to the next for every single stage, designed for the reader to follow closely and put into practice on his own. Throughout the whole book, there are also a large number of other helpful elements like sketches, analyses, indication lines, figurative markers of angles of incidence of sunlight, etc., making this technical primer an outstanding work quite unlike any other, and enabling readers to start learning watercolour techniques even as they enjoy themselves in reading. What the book transmits to the reader, whether in terms of artistic sensations or watercolour chiaroscuro techniques, are true, reliable and tangible.  
The ancients believed in “seeking every exotic mountain just to prepare drafts”. Over the decades, Mr Ong has indeed visited famous mountains, great rivers, attractive spots and ancient sites. He is no stranger to the Himalayas in Nepal, the Potala Palace in Tibet, the British fishing ports, the Greek island of Hydra, France’s Provence, India’s Varanasi, the Straits of Malacca, Hong Kong’s Causeway Bay, etc.
He is also an expert in painting architecture. From the old streets, alleys colonial houses and apartments of Singapore, Kathmandu’s ancient avenues and markets, street scenes in Paris, thatched huts and palaces under the hot Balinese sun, to Italian churches and the water alleys south of the Yangtze River, China, his subjects are inexhaustible and ubiquitous. For a long time, he has always insisted on life sketching. Like Van Gogh, he runs after the sun, breathes the breath of Nature, feels the rhythm of the ocean, and wields his brush freely to depict the pulsation of light and shadows in the sun. 

I imagine that when you turn the pages of Mastering Light & Shade in Watercolour, you can truly feel how the artist dabs his brush in the fullness of water and colours – how he speaks through the misty images of brightness and darkness, giving the reins to his emotions freely and unleashing his true love for Nature. Surely this realm of light and shades will uplift your soul and nourish you with cultural substance. 

Sun Zhichun

Fujian Art Publishing House

August 2005
Address for correspondence: 

Fujian Art Publishing House,

76 Dongshui Road,

 Fuzhou City.

Postal Code 350001

Telephone: 13905009885

Published in the China Press and Publishing Journal on Sept 27 2005       

===========================================================       

PAGE  
1

