AR Ak e

Alberto

IdCOITIE

SEEING. FEELING. BEING

I

G




The Singapore artist Victor Tan once participated in a
Giacometti exhibition in 2006. He was paying homage
to the artist he admired most. Tan's works in stainless
steel wire are his drawings in the three-dimension.
The affinity with Giacometti is unmistakable. In terms
of philosophical affiliation, Tan speaks of Buddhism
and the philosophy of Laozi. In Tan's interview with
Michelle Ho, curator of “Seeing. Feeling. Being :
Alberto Giacomelt”, a major showing of Giacometti
in Asia, Tan cites the famed line in Daodejing (Tao
Te Ching), “the Way that may be spoken of is not the
eternal Way" and understands this in terms of the
flux of consciousness, which he captures through
his sculptures. Tan differentiates between ego and
consciousness : Whereas the former is a certain fixation
in the projection of the self, which Tan questions if it
can ever be captured in the experience of the moment,
which is about consciousness, the latter, and the object
of Tan's art. It is the moment that reveals consciousness,
at a pre-egocentric state.

Scholars have linked phenomenology with Laozi's
philosophy. Zhang Zailin proposes that the phrase
“the Way that may be spoken of, may be read in
conjunction with Edmund Husserl's “principle of all
principles”, which mutually suggests that intuition is a
source of rightness for knowledge. Zhang cites many
passages of Laozi to substantiate this reading such as
in Laozi's explications on zuowang “to empty oneself of
knowledge", yingning "to flow along with Nature”, and
xinzhai “to take refuge in emptiness™." All these point to
the parallel concern in phenomenology in suspending
our knowledge of the world and to take it from the very
point of phenomencn, or what our eyes see. Likewise,
philosophers of phenomenology like Jean Paul Sartre
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty tried to show thatexteriority
distorts both human consciousness and the world. As

such, art begins with seeing, and as Giacometti puts it,
“in the course of history perception has been mentally
transposed into concept”. Giacometti argued that the
early sculptures of the Egyptians, Sumerians or Chinese
and much of the “primitive” art reflect more the way
objects were actually perceived.?

Merleau-Ponty once said that only the painter is entitled
to look at everything without being obliged to appraise
what he sees. Art is able to draw upon a “fabric of
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prule meaning which activism and operationalism
(instrumentalism) would prefer Lo ignore’.’ Merleau-
Ponty further said, itis the mountain itself which from
out there makes itsell seen by the painter™* A line like
this looks like it could come right out of ancient Chinese
text on art, such as the fourth-century freatise on
Landscape Painting by Zong Bing (375-443): "Sages.
possessing the Doo, respond o things: the virluous,
purifying their thoughts, savour images... Landscapes
display the beauty of the Dao through thelr forms, and
hamane men delight in this”* As commented by Richard
Bell, Giacomettis art, in the end, is about a judgment
on culture, one that critiqued the Newlonian science,
perspectival painting, and the "sterile, geomelric cage
of our scientific world™®

We can think of Giacomett, Victor Tan and innumerable
artists who truly believe in art being what they see. This
faith in seeing takes precedence to all thoughts and
ideas. Such an approach treats consciousness as the
object, as what is perceived as a manifestation of the
same, unmediated by intentions, purposes, ideas and
concepts. There is great affinity among cultures in the
world thal place paramount importance on intuition,
consciousness and what we see. The art critic Michet
Gilson relates Giacomelti's art to ritual tracing, like
the repetitive circling of the eyes, and the stress on
the vertical tines of the nose. as in the face and body
paintings practices by the inhabitants of New Guinea.’
“Artis only a way of seeing”, as Glacomeetti had it, which

certainly allowed the viewer to grasp the unnamable
enormity of historical experience as Gilson further
poinied out

inrealizing this exhibition project, we have many to thank:
the exhibiton's presenting sponsor Credit Suisse, our
partner the Embassy of Switzerland and His Excellency
Mr Daniel Woker, the ambassador of Switzerland, and
co-organiser the Alberto Glacemeltl Foundation, We
would also like to thank our supporters Pro Helvetia
Swiss Arts Council, Felix A, Bauman, Christian Klernm
and Franziska Lentzsch from the Alberto Giacometti
Foundation, Christian Dettwiler, photographer Emst
Scheidegger, artist victor Tan, Reinotd Hohl, Tobias
Bezzola and many other organizations and individuals
who have made invaluable contributions. We would
also like to thank deeply, the lenders of Giacometd
works for this show. They are the Alberto Glacometi
Foundation, Eberhard W. Komfeld and the Neue
Zurcher Zeitung.

IUis not nappropriate (o regard Giacometti's exhibition
in Singapore as a "return” to Asia, and to the broader
globat art history that is not confined within the
famiiarity of the western mainstream. Giacometti's
art touches the very consciousness of hurnan beings,
and as we infer from Victor Tan, Giacomelil's moments
as we experience in s works, will link up with our
moments, in generating human exchanges that are
truly meaningiul,

Kwok Kian Chow
Director, Singapore Art Museum
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