
Eclipse, 1999 (above)
Gao has said in an interview with Bergez that
in his art, shapes such as a splash or a dot are
not merely geometric forms but triggers for
emotions. The circle recurs in his paintings. At
times, it is cocooned in swathes of dark wash,
occasionally it is split, and in other instances,
it is multiplied in a single work. This painting
is an example of how shapes such as the circle
function as versatile building blocks of
grammar in his artistic vernacular.

Huang Lijie
Arts Correspondent

Nobel laureate Gao Xingjian is
widely feted for his writings,
but it is his ink-wash paint-
ings that charmed Parisian art
and literary critic Daniel
Bergez (right) to devote a tome
to it.

The book, Gao Xingjian:
Painter Of The Soul, offers a mesmerising
gallery of ink-wash works that illustrates
the different techniques, themes and peri-
ods in Gao’s extensive body of work.

The recently published book, however,
is more than just a monochrome beauty.

Bergez, 63, who is a professor of
French literature at the prestigious Parisi-
an public high school Lycee Henri IV,
plumbed the depths of Gao’s works in
brush and pen to surface the profound
harmony between his writings and paint-
ings.

The result: a visually sumptuous read
that is erudite yet approachable.

Bergez first learnt of Gao in 2000
when the consummate artist, who is also
a film-maker, won the Nobel Prize for Lit-
erature.

The China-born artist, whose outspo-
ken writing is banned in his country of
birth, is famed for works such as the epic
novel of self-discovery Soul Mountain
(1989) and absurdist drama Bus Stop
(1983).

In the same year, Bergez chanced upon
Gao’s paintings in a magazine.

He says in an e-mail interview: “I was
immediately seduced, even spellbound,
by the enigmatic and suggestive power
(of Gao’s paintings) and by their pro-
found dream-like quality.

“Being a painter myself, I realised
there and then that Gao had mastered a
unique ink-wash technique and had devel-
oped an original and exceptional equilibri-

um between figurative and
abstract painting.”

The Frenchman later came
to know Gao personally
through interviews and fea-
ture articles he penned of the
acclaimed author, who now
lives in Paris.

Keen to share his passion
for Gao’s ink-wash work and
draw more attention to the

Nobel laureate’s painterly pursuit, he pro-
posed the book idea to French publisher
Editions du Seuil. He spent two months
last year writing it.

The English-language version is pub-
lished by Asia Ink and translated by
Sherry Buchanan. It includes an inter-
view with Gao by Buchanan.

Bergez says a challenge he faced when
writing the book was making sure he did
not over-simplify Gao’s richly layered
painting practice. As such, the book
delves into the myriad influences on
Gao’s work, including the artist’s use of
Eastern and Western aesthetics, and
desire to return to tradition.

Bergez also side-stepped the pitfall by
choosing to illuminate the paintings with
quotes from Gao’s literary works such as
Soul Mountain, which he found to be
“very revealing” of the artist’s creative
universe.

He says: “This book is a way to bring
Gao’s magnificent pictorial work to a larg-
er audience. It was also a way to immerse
myself in his cre-
ation. I took on
the task with
great enjoy-
ment.”

Gao Xingjian:
Painter Of The
Soul is available at
$85.60 from
Books Kinokuniya
at Ngee Ann City.

Portrait Of A Bird, 1999 (right)
Gao’s paintings often blur the distinction
between subject and object, causing the
mind’s eye to flutter between the two. This
painting embodies the tension in his work.
The glassy eye appears one moment to be the
viewer’s own reflection with an arched
eyebrow and in the next moment, as
belonging to a bird with a curved beak.
Tension pulses between the viewer’s eye as
the subject and the painted eye as the object.

Dream Mountain, 2005 (above)
Gao makes little distinction between the real
and imaginary worlds and mines the ever-
changing images in his dream-like inner world
when he paints. Dreams often form part of the
titles of his works. The deeply personal images
in his paintings embody a universal quality
that allows the works to transcend the artist’s
experience and resonate with each viewer in
distinct and intimate ways.

The End Of The World, 2006 (above)
The notion of the self which preoccupies Gao’s writings
is present in his paintings as semi-abstract figures. His
human sketches, while lacking personalised features, are
rendered with delicate expression and at once unique,
anonymous and universal, hovering between figuration
and abstract ideas. The motif underscores the enduring
metaphysical quest and search for man’s destiny in his
art. This work stands out for his use of perspective,
which he usually eschews, to heighten pictorial
instability and tension. The swathe of ink that forms the
top-half of the painting inhabits a frontal, vertical plane
while the bottom half, with diminishing figures scattered
across a space without boundaries, conjures a horizontal
plane.

Lisabel Ting

I
n a few years’ time, Singapore
Dance Theatre performances might
feature more local faces.

The company has started a Schol-
ars Programme, a training course

for dancers aged 13 to 19 who are looking
to pursue dance as a professional career.

Currently in its third year, it is the
only pre-professional programme in Sin-
gapore. It offers a bridge for aspiring
dancers between schools such as the
Singapore Ballet Academy, which teaches
a fixed Royal Academy of Dance syllabus,
and a full-time professional ballet career.
There are currently nine students
enrolled in the course, the duration of

which depends on each individual danc-
er’s progress.

Artistic director of Singapore Dance
Theatre Janek Schergen, 61, says: “The
reason that it was started was that every
major company has an upper level school
and there’s hardly ever a company estab-
lished without a professional training
school attached.”

He cites the Royal New Zealand Ballet,
The Australian Ballet and Britain’s The
Royal Ballet as examples. Each of these
companies has an affiliated academy
which provides intensive full-time train-
ing for young dancers, preparing them for
a career in ballet.

At The Australian Ballet School, for
example, students may begin full-time
training at age 13 and complete the pro-
gramme only when they are 20. Students
in the programme attend classes which
begin at 8.30 every morning, six days a
week.

The Scholars Programme here does
not have the same rigour as its Australian
counterpart as it is a part-time course. In-

stead, training takes place every weekday
evening from about 5.30 to 8pm. Classes
are taught by a different teacher, either a
current or former Singapore Dance Thea-
tre dancer, every day of the week, with
each focusing on different techniques.

The cost of enrolling in the pro-
gramme is $3,000 a year, and up to
50 per cent of the fees may be covered by
the Singapore Dance Theatre.

One student who has joined the pro-
gramme is Sherry Leow, 16. The student
of Pei Hwa Secondary School first started
ballet as a co-curricular activity while she
was studying at Raffles Girls’ Primary
School, and joined the Scholars Pro-
gramme in June last year.

She says that juggling commitment to
the programme and school is not easy:
“Sometimes, I do find it difficult to man-
age, but good time management helps a
lot. I have a timetable for myself, and I
allocate my time each day, so all I have to
do is follow it strictly.”

She plans to audition for the New Zea-

land School Of Dance next year and
hopes to come back to Singapore to dance
professionally after completing her train-
ing.

Lee Wai Hong, 17, is another dancer in
the programme who also wants to turn
professional. He will be starting his
national service next year, and began
learning ballet only when he was 14, at
Bukit Batok Community Club. He joined
the Scholars Programme three years ago,
as one of the students in the pioneer
batch.

He says that the variety of teachers in
the programme has benefited him great-
ly: “We train five days a week, with five
different teachers, so we learn different
things, have different opinions and correc-
tions from all of them.”

Mabel Khaw, 16, auditioned for the
programme this year and will join both
Sherry and Wai Hong in class when the
new year begins. Each year, about 50
dancers audition for the programme and
three to five candidates make the cut.

Mabel says she hopes to improve her
technique: “This is one programme that I
strongly believe will give me good techni-
cal training. I hope the programme will
help expose me to different dance genres,
such as contemporary dance, and  also
dancing at a professional level.”

While the students of the Scholars Pro-
gramme are more than satisfied with the
training, Schergen is still cautious about
its prospects. He says: “I couldn’t say
that it’s going wonderfully because it’s
not. There’s no culture here for it. The
mindset isn’t there.”

He does hope, however, to open two
more levels of classes, which will take in
younger students.

He adds: “I’m going to be patient, I’m
going to keep developing it. I would like
to eventually see it become an academy
for the company, a serious academy
where you can take somebody in at 10 or
12, and he goes through the levels of train-
ing.”

lting@sph.com.sg
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Nobel laureate Gao Xingjian’s
dreamscapes charm Frenchman

Ballet dancers (from far
left) Sherry Leow, 16, Mabel
Khaw, 16, Lee Wai Hong, 17,
and Tan Leh Ying, 16, are in
the Singapore Dance
Theatre’s Scholars
Programme, the only course
in Singapore for
pre-professional ballet
training. ST PHOTO:
MUGILAN RAJASEGERAN

Bridge for aspiring professional dancers

Arts

Scholars Programme by
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