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The opening ceremony of Xubaizhai Gallery of Chinese Painting and Calligraphy
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Throughout China's history, the imperial court led the pastime of collecting
artefacts. Through sale and transfer among the literati, government officials,
merchants and others, collecting and related activities further flourished.
Yet artworks collected by the imperial court, literati or bourgeoisie still
belonged within private collections that were inaccessible to the general
public. Following the nation's establishment of public museums in the 20th
century, the former imperial collection became national property while
many private collections were gradually turned over to public collection. In
recent decades, the people have acquired a new perspective on entrusting
their private collections to public museums, and donations have become a

lofty gesture.

BUME S Se AR N BELELR 15

Mr. Low Chuck-tiew and his bronze statue

Hong Kong played an important role in the art market during the mid-20th
century, while historical and political changes were taking place within
China. Artefacts from all parts of China found their way to Hong Kong
for sale, and for a short period, there appeared a golden opportunity for
private collectors. Among them was Mr. Low Chuck-tiew (1911 — 1993),

owner of the Xubaizhai Collection of Chinese Painting and Calligraphy.

Mr. Low was a Singaporean Chinese banker who came to live in Hong
Kong in 1949. The political turmoil on the Mainland which led to an
influx of valuable Chinese art into Hong Kong inspired Mr. Low to start
collecting ancient Chinese paintings and calligraphy. For more than thirty
years, he devoted himself to this objective, to the extent of depleting his

private resources, though managing to build a considerable collection that

won international accolade as well as the hearty approval of connoisseurs.
After years of planning, in 1989 Mr. Low decided to donate his Xubaizhai
Collection to the Hong Kong Museum of Art. In tribute, the Museum
built the Xubaizhai Gallery to exhibit a rotating permanent display
of this remarkable collection. The gallery opened to the public on 26
September 1992.

The collection of over 600 compositions of Chinese painting and calligraphy
encompasses work dating from the Northern Dynasties (386 — 581) through
the 20th century and is particularly strong in works by masters of the major
schools of the Ming (1368 — 1644) and Qing (1644 — 1911) dynasties. This
reflects the difficulty experienced by private collectors in the 20th century,
in establishing a large-scale and comprehensive collection of ancient
artworks, and who were thereby forced to establish one with a focus on
later periods, from the Ming and Qing dynasties to the 20th century, where

masterpieces were still abundant.

The theory of the Southern and Northern schools of style established a
lineage of Southern school masters as orthodox models for later artists to
follow. Mr. Low shared the aesthetic inclination of a traditional literatus. He
once expressed that ‘during the Ming and Qing periods, ... talents were
abundant and each of them with a unique style’. Under the influence of
his teacher, the traditionalistic master Huang Binhong (1865 — 1955), Mr.
Low favoured works of the Ming and Qing dynasties. Undeniably, this was
a fascinating period in the history of art in China. It saw the proliferation
of a great diversity of painting schools, including the Orthodox School,
incorporating the Wu and Songjiang schools, the Six Masters as well as
individual painters of the Huangshan School, the Four Monks and the
Eight Eccentrics of Yangzhou. The Xubaizhai Collection comprised of
these schools shows the collecting preference and the connoisseurship of
Mr. Low.

The Museum holds thematic exhibitions and publishes relevant catalogues
and books, in fulfilment of Mr. Low’s wish to use the collection to promote
appreciation of Chinese painting and calligraphy. As we celebrate the 20th
anniversary of the Xubaizhai Gallery this year, we pick out representative
works by 20 great masters in the collection for an exhibition that highlights

once again, Mr. Low’s spirit of giving.

Szeto Yuen-kit
Curator (Xubaizhai)
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Reflections of history in The pagoda of Changgan Monastery
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The pagoda of Changgan Monastery was probably the most significant item
of the Xubaizhai Collection for Mr. Low Chuck-tiew. During the 1930s, Liu
Haisu (1896 — 1994), an eminent artist, acquired this painting in Shanghai.
Around the 1940s, he brought some of his own works and his collection to
Southeast Asia for sale to raise funds for the War of Resistance in China. 7he
pagoda of Changgan Monastery was sold to a Singaporean merchant, Choo
Kwok Leong. An inscription by Liu is still visible on the painting. After the
fall of Singapore at the outbreak of World War II in the Pacific, Mr. Low met
Mr. Choo and bought from him this much-coveted painting with 2,800 of
the British Straits Settlement dollars . In an Allied air raid during the later
years of the War, the Low’s residence was engulfed in flames and Mr. Low
risked his life to save the painting from being burnt to ashes. This was the

only surviving item of Mr. Low’s early collection.

Travelling from Singapore to Hong Kong, in addition to its loaned exhibition
in Shanghai during the 1980s, The pagoda of Changgan Monastery not only
serves as a cornerstone of the Xubaizhai Collection, but also a witness to
the century-long diasporic history of revered works of Chinese painting

and calligraphy:.
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Shitao (1642 — 1707)

The pagoda of Changgan Monastery
Dated 1699
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for editing and refining the English text.
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1685 — 1686 F1E

Wang Hui (1632 — 1717),
Yun Shouping (1633 — 1690)
Landscapes and flowers
Dated 1685 - 1686
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The legendary album
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Completed around 1685 — 86, the painting album of eight leaves,
Landscapes and flowers was acquired by a Huang family of Nanhai,
Guangdong province, in the mid-19th century. Later, the album passed to
another art collector of Nanhai, Huang Jidu. Ten years after Huang’s death, a
man surnamed Zhong bought four leaves of the album, the flower paintings
by Yun Shouping. In 1905, Xin Fangsu, an art collector of Shunde, then
acquired these flower paintings. Later, Xin bought another four leaves of

Wang Hui’s landscapes of the album from a wealthy man of Nanhai, Huang

Shizhi, for a high price. The album was thus restored to its full length.
However, Xin’s collection soon was sold and dispersed. Having circulated
among Guangzhou connoisseurs such as He Guanwu and Mo Yuanzan, the
album was taken to Hong Kong after World War II and eventually acquired
for the Xubaizhai Collection. How remarkable that the album survived all
those changes and dispersals! Another episode of the legend took place
in 1979 when Mr. Low was thrown from a vehicle during a serious traffic
accident at the Kowloon entrance of Hong Kong's Cross—Harbour Tunnel.
Despite serious injury to his head, two painting albums he held tightly in
his arms were not damaged. One was this album, Landscapes and flowers.
Mr. Low also recovered his health. If it is providence that friends come and

g0, so it is too for objets d’art.

N E T2

Who bought the thousand-dollar fan?
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Hongren (1610 — 1664)
Landscape after Wang Fu
Dated 1655

A landscape fan painting by Hongren (Jianjiang) caught the attention of
a cultural celebrity, Huang Miaozi when he visited Mr. Low’s collection
in the 1980s. In the early years of Republican China, someone was said
to have spent 1,000 da yang (silver coin) to acquire the painting, thus
earning it the nickname of ‘the thousand-dollar fan’ among connoisseurs
in Guangdong. Who then, was the big spender? Hints of the answer may
be found by looking at the collectors’ seals. ‘Tianjing Low’, ‘Guanwu
gingshang’ and ‘Shang ming were the seals used by Liang Huiwu (owner
of the Tianjiang Lou), He Guanwu (owner of the Tianxi Studio) and Hong
Kong businessman, Li Shangming, respectively. All of them were famous
connoisseurs in Guangdong and Hong Kong in the 1920s and 1930s. The
Tianxi Studio collection was so renowned that it prompted the artist Zhang
Daqian to pay a visit in 1933. But Li, son of a pawn business tycoon, Li
Youquan, was the wealthiest among the three collectors. He organised an
‘Exhibition of ancient Chinese painting and calligraphy’ in Hong Kong in
1926. Although the identity of the big spender remains a mystery, all three
collectors must have paid fortunes to add this much coveted painting to

their treasures.
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Famed work finds its home in Xubaizhai
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A piece of authentic artwork earns respected provenance when its
circulation can be traced by written records, as well as the seal marks and
inscriptions inscribed upon it, which indicate endorsement by various
collectors and connoisseurs over the years. These artworks therefore are

often regarded as priceless treasures.

Here is one such example: In 1675, the prominent painter, Wang Hui,
completed an album of paintings for Huang Zhilu, a native of Jinjiang,
Fujian province, who served in the Ministry of Justice and had been posted
to Guangxi and Yunnan province. Huang had probably taken the album
with him on his retirement to Fujian. In 1822, a renowned connoisseur of
Guangdong, Wu Rongguang acquired the album as part of his collection
during his term of office in Fujian. The following century, the album
changed hands many times in Guangdong, including for a time with the
leading Chinese licensed merchant for the Thirteen Factories, Pan Shicheng,
and his son Pan Yanling. Their collection, Haishan Xianguan, was reputed
to be ‘the best in Guangdong’. Later Pan Baohuang, a distant member of
the Pan family, owner of the Wanggiong Xianguan collection, inherited the
album. In the 1910s, Xin Fangsu and then Liang Shihong of Nanhai acquired
the album. In the 1920s, it passed into the possession of He Guanwu
and then in the 1940s, to Zhong Renjie. After the Second World War, it
was taken to Hong Kong and eventually found its home in the Xubaizhai

Collection, after more than three centuries and multiple ownerships.
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Wang Hui (1632 - 1717)
Landscapes after old masters
Dated 1675
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