An Intimate World

Singapore artist Jimmy Ong’s drawings represent the opportunity to create

both a deeply personal narrative and an objective study of the complexity of

buman relationships and longing.

or more than a decade. Jimm
Ong'’s attachment to drawing has
been an intensely absorbing

one. Drawing. with a long and

distinguished history. as seen in
the stunning anatomical studies bv
Leonardo da Vinci. and in more recent
tmes by Picasso’'s mythological drawings,
is now an art form considered of ancillarv
importance by many contemporarv artists.
limmy Ong's work re-
veals an artist of sub-
stance in the tradition
of drawing and one
with a deep commit-
ment to his medium.

He has shown himself
capable of singular
versatility in creating
hoth delicate and re-
vealing self-portraits,
and
works. as
maintaining a remark-
able consistency of vi-
achievement.
Even as a4 voung stu-

robust. moody

well as

sual

dent, he showed sur-
prisingly mature emo-
tional strength and a
strong sense of visual
tension and the abil-
ity to
whether in

surprise.
the in-
tensely feminine qual-
itv of some of his work
or in sadness of
people coming to-
gether or being a
“In his works.
We Winess an intense,

apart

absorbing vision un-
In this world
the human figure is
a drama
wrote the

folding

dominant in
of its own,’
Singaporean critic T
K. Sabapathy in 1988
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in The Straits Times of Ong's work.

A series of individual portraits ex-
ecuted in 1987—most of which were char-
coal on paper, but some highlighted with
color—show a confident artist fascinated
with defining his subjects through the
subtleties of gesture. line. and mass 1o
bring them alive to the viewer. At the same
time. these early works demonstrate Ong's
determination to capture, even in the most

Jimmy Ong, Tango, 1950, charcoal on paper, 180 x 150 cm. All photographs: Courtesy of Cicada
Gallery of Fine Arts, Singapore.

sentimental of his works. something of the
psvchology and inner life of cach subject.
as well as show something of his own in-
ner world. Then. as now. Ong is perhaps
more revealing of his male subjects than
lis female. which, though he captures an
enticing feminine quality. is neither about
The portraits of a de-

cade 420 are strong. |'u.:ur;m\ ¢ works vel

sexuality nor sex

tinged with a cenain tentative sentimen-
tality. But Ong's earh
hesitancy has long
passed on to confi-
What
out in the develop-

dence stands
ment of his drawing.
besides his growing
maturity and confi-
dence. is his ability 1o
capture subtle nu-
ances of gesture and
mood that add greater
depth of intensity and
sophistication to his
work

“You wonder
for example. about the
arrogant set of a head.
the thick neck. the
self-conscious muscu-
larity of a roughly de-
veloped torso. Strong,
clean, linear. The Rug-
ged Society. Then vou
notice long-fingered
hands. trailing impo-
tently. And so it comes
48 no surprise (o see,
in another study, the
same figure shrouded
in a blackness of in-
trospection,” wrote
critic in 1987,

Drawing for
Ong holds many mys-
teries, Here experi-
ence and relationships
are subject o reinter-




pretation. both of
which are at the hearnt
ol his work, and par
neularhy strong in Loe-
ers e Ancestors. his
most recent collection,
th he has

Even thous

made both paintings
and sculptures. draw-
ing is the one art form

which has come 1o
define Ong as an art
ist most completely
He sees drawing and
panting as “essentially
the same approach.
saume problems but
Iwith] o different me-
But the act ol

drawing with char-

dium

coul. his preferred me-
dium. is a liberating
experience, he

sug-

gests, that has
unigue character and

immediacy. Charged with many subtle dif-

culties for the inditferent artist. drawing
holds no fears for Ong. who long ago ac
cepted that not every work is 1 success,
whether he is dealing with a simple por-
Ll OF an expressionistic group ol higures

I like the capacity of drawing 1o
CTEdte space or d sense of void, Drawing
has the quality of dualitv i that it can
define something in o full or empty win
in o way that painting can't. 1 chose char-
coul because it is capable of giving a very
sensitive modeling of the torm
It is very sensitive to record
ing the expressionistic quality
of gesture., | chiose 1o use pat-
per [of a certain sizel con-
sciously so that s within myv

Arm s e to control the

stroke. Anvthing too big and
vou really have 1o step out of
vourself. It is a choice that the
work is within myv frame. The
size of a4 work could be a re-
flection of the artist’s e¢go
savs Ong. “You work within
vour limitations. Paper is as

unforgiving as oil painting
You can draw over and over

again in the same wav as oil

to allow changes ank
Auerbach has done this. bur it
is more about recording the
My criteria is that |

voinvolved in

Process

AMm Vet space
whereas Auerbach 1s very in-
volved with the texture of the
work
ated some kind of sy holoan

[ feel that he has cre

Jimmy Ong, Master's Voice,
1991-1992, charcoal on paper, 150 x
130 em

Jimmy Ong, Bicycle Wife, 1991, charcoal on paper. 150 x 180 cm.

cal quality. T have an advantage in that |
am dealing with more than one figure so |
can employ facial expressions. figures. and
partial closeness of the figure together to
credate tension.

The world in which Ong has im-
mersed himself as an artist—the nude fig-
ure alone, in pairs. and in groups, and
still lifes—may seem oo narrow to some
people. Yer, the flow and drama of his
line. his modeling. and use of space sug-
cest worlds bevond the figure. landscapes

of the mind and

emotion. The drw
ings he has made
over the veuars,
though some have
bheen studies for
lurger works—Pas
de Denx No.2 be
came Catitled
(Heart-Shaped
Vofd —are essen
tially
works: it is this

finished

completeness ol
composition thit
confers strength in
his work. areil
deal of which 1s his
ability to use the au-
tobiographical 1o
create a4 universal
narrative without
the viewer needing
1o know all the ret-
erences or historical
personal information. The directness, then.
is like
individual character or figures something

4 murror o us. seemng withan e

which moves us because the emonon s

something that is a part of us

Kokoschka. as un
equallv voung mun

SCdr

a wonderful ability 1o re
veal the inner world of his
subjects in his painted

portraits, as did Henry Moore in his i
raid shelter drawings in Lon-
don of people waiting out
tiently the bombing ol

citv, and Kathe Kollw

prints of the dispossessed
Whether it is the great
draughtsmanship 51
Rembrandt. or
ingly dark visions of Govit, or

the frighten-
the gestural strength of the
painter Frank Auerbach that
Ong admires and has soaked

up. he is his own master. Then
ability to suggest the world
bevond the surface is some
thing Jimmy Ong possesses. [t
is fine gift. But sometimes he
is dissatisfied. even with his
studies

“sometimes. [ use
studies), but most often [ don't.
I work directly on paper but
if it doesn’t work. 1 throw
away the whole thing: it could
be compositionally that it does
not work well or composition-
ally it might work well but the
line is not good enough, then

I throw it awav.” savs One, |

work on 1 piece at a time. [t
!
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start something else. I have
to put the work away and
bring it out later.”

rom his early in-

dividual figurative

works and Table

Drawings and

Children of... in
the late 1980s, to his most
recent works in Prodigal
Son (1991-1994) and Low-
ers and Ancestors (1996-
1997), Ong’s work is essen-
tially the development of a
particular narrative. His de-
velopment of the human
figure deals with human re-
lationships within them-
selves as the individual or
with others, the immediacy
of themes such as loneli-
ness, anxiety, sex and sexu-
ality, nudity, and love and
intimacy. and family rela-
tionships. as well as his per-
sonal narrative. Regardless
of the mood of each piece,
or whether it is done from
a posed figure or from
memory, there is a sponta-
neity of gesture and emo-
tion that comes from his di-
rect contact with the paper
and the charcoal. It is easy

to imagine Ong, charcoal in hand. stand-
ing ready before an almost life-sized piece
of paper ready to engage its surface with

his vision. He rarely works f

or plans. and this is part of the success of

his work, for the gesture and
shadings have a grand fresh-
ness about it.

Where Ong was look-
ing for a recognizable repre-
sentation of the figure in
works such as Self Portrait
with Crossed Arms and Joseph
(both 1987). he quickly
moved away from conven-
tionally posed figures to a
denser. more robust line and
form reminiscent of Henry
Moore's Coalmine Sketchbook
and Shelter sketches of the
early 1940s. But even in his
earliest drawings, Ong was
clearly aware of the power
and scope that the medium
offered 1o go beyond mere
surface realities and 1o project
an astonishingly wide range
of feelings and emotions. The
strength and depth of his
achievement becomes ever
clearly in his Prodigal Son se-
ries in works such as Bicycle
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Jimmy Ong, Pas de Deux (1 of 12 pieces), 1997, charcoal on paper, 46 x 30.5 cm.

Wife, Tango, and Master’s Voice. These
works. as well as his more erotic works.
dealing with sexual encounters. which
have never been shown, contain a greater
gestural freedom that, while refreshing, is

rom studies

Jimmy Ong, Chinese Son, 1996, charcoal on paper, 137 x 128 cm.

darker in mood and in
phvsical tension, as well as
more concerned with mass
and volume. The heavier
line and more pronounced
modeling suggest the art-
i1st i1s more engrossed
physically and emotionally
with his subjects than in
his previous work.

In Lovers & Ances-
tors. Ong has returned to
an earlier preoccupation
with the figure—a concern
with the inner life and
physical nature—com-
bined with a more inti-
tive understanding of his
subjects. Here also Ong's
narrative highlights both
the intensely personal na-
ture of his work. where he
is an implied participant.
and the more subjective
world of an observer. In
Hair- Hair(1996) and Pas
de Deux Ong is observing
the mechanics of relation-
ships. phvsical. mental.
and emotional where the
figures. although separate
entities. appear to exist as
one,

While reflections
on emotional life are clear

in much of Ong's recent pieces. he is also
drawing a narrative which is deeply rooted
in his own cultural beliefs of tamily his-
tory and his relationship to it in popular
art forms such as prints. Through symbolic

and formal representation in
works such as Chinese Son,
Remember Grandfather,
(1996) and His Father's
Grandson (1997). Ong cre-
ates a unique tension and
subtlety. “I can employ sug-
gested relationships to create
They could be
brother and sister or husband
and wife. The duality in draw-
ing to create volume and mass
can suggest a single figure or
two people where there is the
suggestion of together or
separate, growing into or out
of each other. In His Father's
Grandfather the child is the
father of the man,” savs Ong.

“In Chinese Son 1 saw
an advertisement for a wash-
ing machine. The woman in
the advertisement looked
happy [fully clothed] so I de-
cided 1o do a picture of a
pregnant woman naked. the
swollen stomach [as] the cen-

content.

(e




ter of attention. [ added a man at the back
and by doing so | created a sense of
space—a room. | put a cigarette in his
mouth (since it could be an hour in ex-
ecurion). There is the suggestion of sex in
the cigarette. | added a look to the woman,
a look of pictures that she is turning. It
has figures in it.”

t their heart. Ong's drawings
are essentially autobiographi-

cal, but Ong is very aware of

the independence of his

works, and a finished work,
with all its problems and moods. is often
a surprise to him. Whether his work is seen
by people to be about many themes or a
single theme, such as sex, love. and inti-
macy, which are often present. his recent
drawings have a greater economy than his
early, more formal portraits.

“Very often what | can accomplish
on paper is dictated by what the progres-
sive result of process tells me what to do.”
he says. "Looking back at drawings I have
done, 1 am often surprised by the draw-

Jimmy Ong, His Father's Grandson, 1997, charcoal on paper, 214 x 127.5cm.

ing itself, I am surprised by a line or vol-
ume or form. My work should tell my story
continuously. I am the artist, so [ have a
right to add ficrion. It was not my inten-
tion [for my work] to be a continuous nar-
rative. | am very conscious that, when vou
are doing a narrative. people tend to read
a story into it. I want them to respond to
it and not read it as a narrative necessar-
ily. I want people to get into my work as
a pictorial and visual experience. Now |
am involving myvself with the other, the
family, so it is not about the conflict of
self that I am so interested in now. it is
about others. Love and intimacy are about
possession. To love selflessly is impossible,
it takes work to love. It is sometimes easier
to connect with a painting than with a per-
son. It is sexuality that dominates my work
and not sex. | am interested in understand-
ing myself against the rest of conventional
love and society, so I do use my work to
resolve my own conflicts.”

Born in Singapore, in 1964, Ong
has honed his skills as an artst in a wide
variety of locations. He swudied in the

Jimmy Ong, Hair - Hair, 1996, charcoal on paper, 217 x 128 cm.

United States at the Center for Creative
Studies (1985-1986). Detroit, and at the
Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, Phila-
delphia (1989-1992), as well as in France
and ltaly. Through his training and his pre-
occupation with always drawing to his
highest expectations, Ong has produced
a vital body of work. The discipline in mak-
ing his work, however. has changed. The
need for constant dailv production has
gone. and in its place has come a fresh
approach. Also evident in Ong is the ma-
turity to look more critically at his work
and to reveal more of his secrets

“I drew every dayv for five years.
When | was at school, 1 drew every dav.
But not now.” he says. “Now, I look at
something every day. It could be my own
drawing or someone else’s. It is easier now
to talk about my drawings. I look at it when
it is over. Now 1 can be objective. When
a drawing] vou stop feeling the
pain of the situation and the conflict that
vou
therapy.” A

vou finish

have been with. Tt is a like self-
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