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This August, Singapore celebrates its 48th year of independence with the theme of Many 
Stories One Singapore. ¢ƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ς the leaps and strides 
made over the past 5 decades ς is an oft-heard tale that has become akin to a model essay for 
developing nations. And yet, as part of this survival strategy, which has seen governmental 
policy and much of national discourse centered around economic and technological 
development, some voices remain to be given their full hearing. The story of Singapore art is 
one such example. This has often been buried within Asian art discourse, which in turn is 
frequently described and positioned within the grand trajectory of Western art history. Even 
within an examination of postwar/ postcolonial Asian art, SingaporeΩǎ ŀǊǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘǎ are 
frequently shunted under the shadow of Chinese immigrantsΩ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ. Such an approach is 
increasingly challenged by an army of local art historians, but much work remains to free the 
Singapore art narrative from being a mere consequence of external causation. In doing so, we 
need to situate externalities as backdrop to local thought and development instead of treating 
them as key factors. State support for the development of Arts and culture is now growing as a 
means of securing our identity amidst the multiplicity of global influences.1 It thus seems to be 
an apt moment to offer a tale about a group of realist artists, who picked up colours and 
brushes to paint stories of their perceived Singaporean realities. 
 

 
Realism in the International Context 

 
As with all stories, context is of course important. How and why have international 
developments framed the understanding of Singaporean realism? Originally conceived as a 
movement to enfranchise the disenfranchised, the founders of European realism, Gustav 
Courbet and his contemporaries, wanted to democratise the art world. They did so mostly by 
challenging Salon-approved subjects of depiction. Courbet and his contemporaries painted the 
άƭƻǿ-ōǊƻǿέΣ ǘƘŜ hoi polloi, in an attempt to showcase scenes and people who would not 
otherwise appear within the confines of a gilt frame. In our context, it is worth remembering 
and appreciating the unique post-wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜǎŜ άŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ 
European rŜŀƭƛǎƳέ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƻƴŜ in art history, this 
strain of realism left some gaps in practice. For examǇƭŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ƛǎ άŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎέ ƛƴ 
depicting the working class or grittier scenes of society? Are the subjects rendered closer to 
their viewers, or indeed even their painters? Were they are meant to be hung in some elite 
boardroom for the rich to briefly marvel at, or do most people ς the subjects of depiction ς 
even get to see them? 
 
Soon, realist artists around the world picked up their brushes to stage new interpretations. 
Realism then took on a life on its own as a powerful vehicle to capture, to make sense of, to 
highlight, to motivate and to strategise a new reality. With a name that viscerally bestows 
credibility, and a nature of expression that lends itself well to artistic interpretation, realism in 
art, literature, photography and theatre achieved utility as a strategy. Its name and its nature 
are somewhat at odds, because artists always have to make judgment calls in their work, 
which include at least basic considerations such as choosing how to frame a particular subject, 
which level to situate ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ŜȅŜΣ ǿhich details to omit, include or even add in. Even the 
(arguably) most representative painting from Gustav Courbet contains several elements of 
artistic liberty. [Fig. 1] In depicting a simple scene of a chance meeting with wealthy 
industrialist and art collector Alfred Bruyas and his servant, Courbet has arranged the 
composition of his scene to set up his independence and individualism through the 
unconcerned tilt of his head, ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ .ǊǳȅŀǎΩ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǇƻǎǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƎǊŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ 
seǊǾŀƴǘΩǎ ōƻǿ ƻŦ ŘŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ƭƛōŜǊǘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ǘŀƪŜƴΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ .ǊǳȅŀǎΩ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ 
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ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘΩǎ ǎƘŀŘƻǿǎ ŀǊŜ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 
an indistinct shape; again in contrast 
ǿƛǘƘ /ƻǳǊōŜǘΩǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ƻƴŜΦ 
The power of realist art, therefore, 
lies not just in its mimetic qualities 
but also in its facility in persuasively 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ 
in an environment of verisimilitude. 

 
 

Realism in Asia and Southeast Asia 
 
Western-style realist practice came 
to Singapore via Chinese artists from 
the great Chinese academies, trained 
by artists and teachers who had 
become fascinated with Western 

realism in the post May 4th 
Movement. In 1938, the Lu Xun 

Academy of Arts was founded in China, where the communicative utility of Western realism 
was just making itself known to the Communist leaders. In a fascinating departure from the 
soft brush and ink of Chinese traditional art, the Communist Party called for the arts to serve 
the revolution and the so-called broad masses. The άǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎέ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ Ǌealist art 
ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƻ άƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎŜέ ŀƴŘ Ǝŀƛƴ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǎǘŀƎŜΣ ƻƴ ǇŀǊ 
with Western nations. Thus, Chinese art moved from non-verisimilitude celebrated by poets 
like Su Dongbo,2 to life-like depiction. At the same time, the push for vernacularism in 
language and literature interestingly echoed the trajectory of Western art history which saw 
the high-flown elitism of Neo-classical and Romantic art losing ground to Realist depiction and 
the egalitarian, άprogressiveέ nature of its content. 
 
At around the same time, social realist artists in Russia like Ilya Repin and Nikolai Ge were 
pioneering a similar movement to push art out of the salons and into the streets. In the late 
19th century, Russian streetscape painters caught on to the democratic, participatory nature of 
realist art, but saw in the idea the possibility of developing a platform for social critique, 
especially in providing a portrayal of Russian cities there were different from state-sanctioned 
grandiosity. As such, it was the downtrodden, the impoverished and the ignored facets of 
urban life that appeared on canvases.  
 
Given these developments in art history, especially in the way Chinese realism evolved, it could 
appear that other (Asian) forms of realistic interpretation are weaker copies of Western-style 
realism. But such a perspective is not useful as this weakens the relevance of realism as an art 
movement with universal ideals. Writing on the development of Japanese realism, Tsutomu 
Mizusawa ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άWŀǇŀƴΩǎ ōŜƭŀǘŜŘƴŜǎǎΧ όƛǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳύ ŀ 9ǳǊƻŎŜƴǘǊƛŎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ 
view but, at the same time, one should remember that such belatedness could, in fact, be a 
Ŏŀǘŀƭȅǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΦέ3 Indeed, ŀ Ƨƻƛƴǘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ōȅ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ National Art 
Gallery and the National Museum of Contemporary Art in Korea attempted to investigate the 
issue through Realism in Asia in 2010, exploring realism as a strategy and a site on which 
contested visions can be played out.  In Volume 1 of the accompanying catalog of the same 
name, Asian art historians weighed in with unique perspectives of Asian realism. Kwok Kian 
Chow, Seng Yu Jin and Jim Supangkat called for a new understanding of Asian realism, one that 
incorporated spiritualism endemic to Asian art as well as the imaginative rural geography of 

Fig 1Υ DǳǎǘŀǾ /ƻǳǊōŜǘΣ ά¢ƘŜ aŜŜǘƛƴƎέ ό.ƻƴƧƻǳǊ aǊ Courbet), 1854 
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Southeast Asia. A common thread that ran through the analyses was the dissatisfaction with 
the current state of acknowledgment that realism ς in both its crafting as well as its 
interpretation ς is very much an issue of perception.  

 
 

Realism in Singapore 
 

For this reason, researching Singapore realism is sometimes a confusing affair. The aesthetics 
of the art form itself is easy to find ς many Singapore realists work from ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ άƭƻƻƪǎ 
real, therefoǊŜ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭέΦ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άǊŜŀƭέΣ 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŀǘƻǊǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛǘΣ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŜƭǳǎƛǾŜΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƴŀƴȅ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜ 
ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǇƻƪŜ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ƻŦ άƭƻƻƪǎ ǊŜŀƭέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǳƎgests that mimetic accuracy is prized. 
However, artists like Siew Hock Meng and Chua Mia Tee have also insisted that a good artist 
should be able to alter compositions and insert elements in the work that bring out additional 
meaning and flavor ς ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ƛƴǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ message.4  
 
{ƛƴŎŜ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ōȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƭŜ ƻŦ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǎǘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ Ŧŀƭƭǎ Ŧƭŀǘ 
and colourless without a clear understanding of our protagonists. In his seminal tome, 
Channels and Confluences, Kwok Kian Chow discusses the contribution of the Equator Art 
Society (EAS) to local realist trends.5 It is nigh impossible to talk of realism in Singapore without 
an in-depth discussion of the EAS, a one-time 800-member strong art association that 
promoted realist art as a means of connecting the arts with society. Even realist artists like 
Siew Hock Meng, who was not an official member of the group, and others perceived to be 
άŦǊƛƴƎŜέ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ƘŀŘ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 9!{ ŀǘ ǎƻƳŜ Ǉƻƛƴt. 
The 1950s arts scene was, afterall, a small one.  
 
¢ƻ ǘƘŜ 9!{Σ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎǘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ǿŀǎ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ŎŀǇǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƳŀƴΩǎ Řŀƛƭȅ 
life, which the artists felt drawn to because other genres of artistic expression were deemed to 
be slavish copying of so-called Western traditions and thus irrelevant to Singapore society, for 
example the styles promoted by the Modern Art Society. A closer analysis of their artwork as 
well as interviews with the EAS artists, however, reveal that even within this contained, close-
knit group, not everyone interpreted realism in the same way.  

 
 

Realism as Artistic Foundation 
 

Depending on whom one speaks with, Realism for many artists ς even within the left-leaning 
EAS ς was more a tool for building artistic foundation than an asserted stylistic or philosophical 
alignment. This was especially true for the junior members who joined the group to learn the 
fundamentals of sketching and shading with charcoals; and composition, brush stroke and 
colour with oils and watercolour.6 Now-established artists like Ong Kim Seng, Hua Chai Yong, 

¸ŀƴƎ /ƘŀƴƎ ¢ŀƛ ŀƴŘ ¢ƻƴƎ /Ƙƛƴ {ȅŜ ƧƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ 9!{ ŀǎ ƧǳƴƛƻǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǘƻ άƭŜŀǊƴ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎέ ό). 
The weekly sessions provided by the Society in their Lorong 32 headquarters attracted novice 
and advanced artists looking for direction and peer-review, and also provided a sense of 
community for art-lovers in a society which focused less on arts and culture as opposed to 
economic development. Membership fees were as low as $3 in 1957, and even so, early 
members like Koeh Sia Yong and Chua Mia Tee recalled that these were voluntary 
contributions and rarely enforced. 7 Many senior artists were graduates of the Nanyang 

Academy ( Ғ), which was a big draw for younger aspirants who could not afford to go 
to art school. Run on a semi-formal system, senior artists instructed their juniors and corrected 
their work, apparently using Chinese-translated Soviet art manuals introduced from China to 
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teach basic techniques.8 Themed classes focusing on still-life and portraiture allowed beginners 
to further these skills.9  
 
Apart from that, the EAS organised social events such as movie outings, picnics and carried out 
άŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέΣ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǎƘŜǊƳŜƴ.10 The intent of the EAS 
seniors in organising these sojourns could arguably carry a whiff of leftist organisation, but for 
many young artists these opportunities were, at least, fun and allowed some inter-gender 
interaction away from prying parental eyes. More importantly, they enriched the artists and 
expanded their oeuvre. Even those who were not in the EAS, like Siew Hock Meng, joined the 
learning group in Malaysia at least once. Promising artists could look forward to having work 
exhibited in public ς the EAS held annual shows at the Victoria Memorial Hall, Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce and in its own premises. The shows were said to have always attracted 
a large, curious crowd, who could take home printed exhibition catalogues.11  
 
From the exhibition catalogues, it is clear that the EAS seniors were open to showing the 
efforts of budding artists; alongside the ambitious works of Lim Yew Kuan, Lai Kui Fang and Lee 
Boon Wang are various still-life compositions and rudimentary portraits from lesser-known 
names. ¢ƘŜ /ƘŀƛǊƳŀƴΩǎ ŦƻǊŜǿƻǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ 1958 inaugural show admitted to a lack of 

professionalism, ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀƴ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ƻƴ ά¢ŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ŀƴŘ {ƪƛƭƭέ ό) and stated baldly 

ǘƘŀǘ άPerfecting the techniques is the aim of the art itself, and also the highest pursuit of 
ŀǊǘǎΦέ12 The pursuit of this technical excellence was a carefully structured one ς the folio of an 
ex-EAS member clearly showed the scaffolded learning that the Society provided ς juniors 
started with basic shapes and shading under the guidance of a senior member. Fig. 2 shows 
some of Iǳŀ /Ƙŀƛ ¸ƻƴƎΩǎ early ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊǎΣ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǿŜŜƪƭȅ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ 
headquarters.  

Fig 2: Hua Chai Yong's student sketches at EAS, 1961. Reproduced with artist's permission. 
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While it has been noted that beginning an art curriculum with portrait-work and still-life was 
very much a Western artistic tradition,13 the Singapore realists did not long dwell under the 
restraints of their adopted styles. There was certainly a lack of formal (or semi-formal) 
alternatives in pedagogic structures, and at EAS and Nanyang Academy, artistic pursuits were 
begun under imported education systems, but it is clear that all currently-active artists 
eventually developed their own styles. The realist artists may have started with the same 
character studies of Maxim Gorky, but now a light-drenched Ong Kim Seng cityscape is as 
distinctive as the photo-realism of Chua Mia Tee. Yang Chang Tai went on to calligraphy, 
occasionally revealing his realist roots in mixed-media pieces. Hua Chai Yong became 
{ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ŧƭŀǘ-brush water-colourist. Realism, therefore, not only allowed artists to 
acquire foundational techniques with visually-perceptible standards, but also provided a scope 
for artistic exploration and maturation.  
 
 

Realism for Broad Appeal 
 

For the more advanced artists, realism as an art form held the tantalising prospect of being a 
platform to showcase their artistic virtuosity in a way that would be easily appreciated by a 
wide audience. Mimetic art is instantly recognisable and accessible. The social realists used it 
to reach out to the Every ManΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ άǊŜŀƭέ ƛǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘ 
and powerful.  
 
Much has been made of the development of photographic technology and its impact on the 
artistic mission, as well as the subsequent development of contemporary art forms; but that 
has not diminished the allure of the well-executed realist work. Realist maestros like Chua Mia 
Tee would understand this well. Since 1979, he has sketched and painted Parliamentary 
sessions, which hang in glorious state-approved display in the Parliament House. In the 
decades following he has turned out photographically realistic portraits of political figures 
including then-Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew, presented by NTUC in 1991 as a May Day gift, as 
well as President Wee Kim Wee, then-Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong and others; as well as 
awardees of the Businessman of the Year which included Wee Cho Yaw and Olivia Lum. In the 
preface to the book Chua Mia Tee, Ho Kah Leong, the Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry 
ƻŦ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ мфус ŜƴǘƘǳǎŜŘΣ άIƛǎ ǿƻǊƪǎΣ Ǉŀǎǘ ƻǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΣ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎ ŀ 
three-dimensional quality so realistic that the view often finds himself transported into the 
ǎŎŜƴŜ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅŜŘΦέ14 If the early Social Realist work in Singapore opened an avenue for art to 
reach a wide audience (of which Chua was a pioneer), the potential for grandiosity in mimetic 
Realism, especially in the photo-realism that artists like Chua have achieved virtuosity in, 
enlarges the scope of the art to be appreciated by the upper echelons of society.  
 
Such recognition would be undoubtedly important to Singaporean artists who were navigating 
uncertain economic circumstances. Realism lent legitimacy and credibility to the profession 
which was especially important for budding hopefuls, given that the common thread within all 
the interviews conducted with realist artists in this exhibition so far was the initial struggle to 
establish a career as a full-time artist ς many had to take on other jobs in advertising or 
commercial illustration. The Cultural Medallion, for example, is a national accolade awarded to 
individuals for artistic excellence and contribǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ, 
and has honoured 3 realist artists in this show ς Ong Kim Seng (1990), Tan Choh Tee (2006), 
ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ [ƛƳ ¸Ŝǿ YǳŀƴΣ ŀǘ ŀƎŜ уо ƛƴ нлммΦ Lƴ [ƛƳ ¸Ŝǿ YǳŀƴΩǎ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ aŜŘŀƭƭƛƻƴ 

writeup, the National !Ǌǘǎ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜŘ [ƛƳΩǎ άŜŀǊƭȅΠsocial realistΠpaintings, prints 

andΠhisΠworkΠasΠaΠfounderΠofΠtheΠEquatorΠArtΠ{ƻŎƛŜǘȅέ ŀǎ άŀΠcriticalΠresponseΠto 
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changingΠsocialΠconditionsΠinΠtheΠƳƛŘπмфрлǎέ, 15  effectively broadening the scope of 
acceptance for realist works, offering even more hopeful conditions to other Realist artists. In 
this sense, we can once again appreciate the enduring nature of the art form ς in being less 
interpretive than abstraction, there would always be a place of the realist artist amidst 
frequently-representational contemporary experiments. 
 
 

Realism as Social Aspiration 
 

άLŦ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀǇǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭ ƻƴ ŀ ƧŀƳ 
container were modern and more beautiful than a real one on the table, his 
or her eyes must have ōŜŜƴ ǳƴǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳƳŀǘǳǊŜΦέ 
 

- Tsutomu Mizusawa, describing the stance of Japanese artist-critic Hakutei Ishii on 
ǘƘŜ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άƳƛƳŜǘƛŎέ ŀƴŘ άƴƻƴ-ƳƛƳŜǘƛŎέ ǊŜŀƭƛǎƳΦ16 

 
Given the socialist roots of the EAS, it is unsurprising that the organisation began to stand for 
the ideals of social realism, and attracted artists who were drawn to these aspirations. In this, 
it can be seen that realism was cherished by some artists as a vehicle for expressing societal 
concerns and raising awareness. 1956 was an important year for the development of social 
realism in Singapore. In August, the Singapore Chinese High Graduates of the 1953 Arts 
Association brought over 40 paintings from Singapore to Kuala Lumpur and Penang in a 
travelling show inspired by the Russian Social Realists, the Wanderers (Peredvizhniki).17 The 
Wanderers were a group of 13 artists who had left the Imperial Academy of Arts in St. 
Petersburg to pursue a more relatable, less high-flown practice of art through a series of 
travelling exhibitions. Many of the artists who took part in the impressively aspirational 
Singapore version included later founding members of the EAS ς Lee Boon Wang, Lim Yew 
Kuan, Chua Mia Tee, and Lai Kui Fang. The EAS was registered in the same year of 1956.  
 

aƻǎǘ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƴƛŀ ƻŦ wƻŘƛƴΩǎ 
Thinker, which signals the ideal-driven intention of the 
ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎΦ Artists like Siew Hock Meng accessed 
these ideas through books, after a professed 
dissatisfaction with the sale-focused, decorative art of the 
Nanyang school.18  Koeh Sia Yong expressed a similar 
dismissiveness of the Nanyang artists like Cheong Soo 
tƛŜƴƎ ŀƴŘ /ƘŜƴ ²Ŝƴ IǎƛΣ ǿƘƻƳ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άŘǊŀǿƛƴƎ 
ƳƻƴƪŜȅǎέ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ άŘƛǾƻǊŎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅέ.19 Tan Choh Tee echoed this sentiment in 
commenting that the Nanyang artists painted the things 

that Americans like, just to sell.20 Chua Mia Tee described 
his youth spent in the Nanyang Academy library, where 
he accessed books on art theory and history, and was 

drawn to the egalitarian, engaging philosophy of Western realism as envisioned by Courbet 
and David.21 The 1960 exhibition catalogue contained an essay by Han Shan Yuan (then known 
as Han Gao Shan) that railed against άΩǎǘǊŀƴƎŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎΩ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǾƛŀǘŜ ŦǊƻƳ 
ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ǉŀƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǊŀȊȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘƻǊǘŜŘ ǿƻǊƭŘέ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άŀǊǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǇƛŎǘ ǘƘŜ 
reality, the inner thoughts and feelings of people, as well as their opinions towards the reality; 
ŀǊǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǎǎŜǎΦέ !ƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƪƛƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ άƛƴǘƻƭŜǊŀōƭŜέ 
for άǊŜŀƭƛǎƳ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ŀǊǘǎΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƻǳǊ ƻǳǘƭƻƻƪ ƛƴ ƭƛŦŜΣ ƻǳǊ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦέ22 This 

Fig 3: The badge of EAS, photographed with 
permission of Hua Chai Yong 
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attitude must have filtered down to members in some way. Later members like Tan Choh Tee 
ǎǇƻƪŜ ƻŦ ƧƻƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ Ƙƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎŜŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ŀƛƳǎΦ23 Yang Chang Tai 
ǎǇƻƪŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ŎŀƳŀǊŀŘŜǊƛŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƻǎŜƴŜǎǎ;24 Han Shan Yuan himself, reminiscing on the 
{ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ how members kept each other rooted to their professed ideals 
through group activities and pledging to resist elitist frivolity in music and movies.25 
 
Social realism allowed artists to express social 
critique and call for change. More importantly it 
awakened in them a realisation of art as a cultural 
force, a platform and a voice. Amidst the political 
changes wrought by postcolonial processes, 
economic struggles with an uncertain future and 
social confusion over identity and cohesion, Realist 
artists found in the tenets of Social Realism a 
simplicity of expression and an aspirational ideal. 
Variously, through social realist works they called for 
critique on economic inequality, expressed in 
portraits of labourersΣ άŎƻƳƳƻƴŜǊǎέ and other 
scenes of the working class. These social realist 
workers ranged from compelling to reflective. Then-
junior artists like Hua Chai Yong painted 
unglamourised, unexoticised portraits of people 
they encountered on the streets, which seemed to 
be a logical progression from the plaster bust 
ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜǎ ŘƻƴŜ ƛƴ 9!{ ōŜƎƛƴƴŜǊΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΦ Scenes of 
workers labouring were also common. Ong Kim 
{ŜƴƎΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ-ŜǊŀ ǿŀǘŜǊŎƻƭƻǳǊ ƻŦ ά¢ƘŜ ²ŜƭŘŜǊǎέ 
(1974, watercolour on paper, 38 x 56 cm) was a 
simple execution of this genre. Most established 
artists of the time sometimes took a firmer stand. /Ƙǳŀ aƛŀ ¢ŜŜΩǎ άRamasamy Takes a Restέ 
(1974, oil on canvas, 78 x 56 cm) [Fig 4] is a subtle rebuke to social inequality. Seated against a 
ǎǘŀǊƪ ǿŀƭƭΣ /ƘǳŀΩǎ LƴŘƛŀƴ ǊƻŀŘǎǿŜŜǇŜǊ is turned towards the viewer, and yet his gaze is trained 
at ground level; both engaging and yet slightly discomfiting. The portrait carries its own 
narrative through strong contrasts in the play of light and shadow on RamasamyΩǎ ǎǇŀǊŜ ŦǊŀƳŜ, 
crumpled trousers and the rough broomstick which rests on his shoulders both as a badge of 
identity as well as a mark of social status. His right leg stretches out tentatively, making the 
subtle ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴd his reality. KƻŜƘ {ƛŀ ¸ƻƴƎΩǎ portrait of a 
boatman, ά[ŀƻŘŀgu Chuanfǳέ (1966, oil on canvas, 51 x 66 cm) [Fig 5] is less confrontational. 
Iƛǎ ōƻŀǘƳŀƴΩǎ ŦŜŜǘ ŀǊŜ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŀƭŜǘǘŜ ƻŦ ōǊƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǊŀƴƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƎƴŀǊƭŜŘ ƘŀƴŘ 
dangles off his knee, silhouetted starkly against a bare backdrop. Painted in profile, we do not 
see his face. His eyes are shuttered and his lips slack; he looks into the distance with an 
expression that is less pained than resigned. Similar works, found in various EAS catalogues, 
highlight the muscles and sinews of workers using heavy contrast and the play of harsh 
equatorial light, representing the bleak, unforgiving nature of labour that went into the 
ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ Such works recall the motivations of Robert Henri and 
his associates in the Ashcan School of the early 1900s, who sought to draw attention to the 
gritty, harsh side of life in New York ς not for political motivation, but to shine a light on the 
problems of urban poverty and immigration issues.  
 
In this manner, the realist artworks of the era ventured beyond the άƘǳƳŀƴ ŘǊŀƳŀέ ŀƴŘ 
άǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀέ of archetypal social realism,26 and frequently took on a prescriptive focus. 

&ÉÇ τȡ #ÈÕÁ -ÉÁ 4ÅÅȟ Ȱ2ÁÍÁÓÁÍÙ 4ÁËÅÓ Á 2ÅÓÔȱȟ 
1974, oil on canvas  
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This could be a response to a need alluded to by then-Chairman of EAS, Lee Boon Wang. He 
ƭŀƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ мфсл 9ȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ CƻǊŜǿord that there were not enough realist works 
άŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ǉŀǎǎƛƻƴέ.27 Marco Hsu called such motivations ǘƘŜ άŀǿŀƪŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎέ ŀƳƛŘǎǘ ŀ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ άƭƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ Ŧƻr nation-ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎέ.28 Many of these 
works are now instantly ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŀōƭŜ ŜƳōƭŜƳǎ ƻŦ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΦ [ŀƛ Yǳƛ CŀƴƎΩǎ 
ά.ŜŘƻƪ CƭƻƻŘέ όмфрфΣ ƻƛƭ ƻƴ ŎŀƴǾŀǎΣ мпн Ȅ нлрŎƳύ, for example, paints a vision of a multi-ethnic 
society working together for the communal good.29 Amidst roiling clouds in overcast skies, 
France-educated Lai weaves into the local scene atmospheric aspects of Romanticism and 
ƳŀƴΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ς ŀƴ ŀƴȄƛƻǳǎ ǉǳŜǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇŀŎŜΦ 
Chua Mia TŜŜΩǎ άbŀǘƛonal Language Clasǎέ portrays a group of Chinese students enjoying 
themselves at a Malay lesson, reflecting the perceived necessity for immigrants to learn the 
indigenous language. ²ŀǎƘŜǎ ƻŦ ǿŀǊƳ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ǎǳŦŦǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŜƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ /ƘǳŀΩǎ ǎƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǇƘƻǘƻ-
realistƛŎ ǘƻǳŎƘ όƳƻǊŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ά9ǇƛŎ [ƛŦŜ ƻŦ aŀƭŀȅŀέΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜύ ƛǎ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻŦǘŜǊ 
strokes and an impressionistic play on light, creating a dreamy, optimistic scene of resolution. 
Similarly, the muted, serene atmosphere of Lim Yew KuanΩǎ άPainting Classέ belies the 
ŜȄƘƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ [ƛƳ Iŀƛ ¢ŀƪΩǎ ǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǇŜŎǘŀŎƭŜŘ ŀǊǘƛǎǘκ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ŀƴ 
involvement in societal concerns.  
 

Social realist concerns were more keenly felt in 
woodblock prints, which generally adopted a more 
moralistic tone. Prints were often made for Chinese 
press publications and various fund-raising 
activities, which reinforced the community-
oriented nature of the work. For this reason, they 
are sometimes deemed to be political and their 
aesthetic recalls leftist associations. Nevertheless, 
they are important pages in the chapter of 
Singapore realism. Choo Keng Kwang, Lim Mu Hue 
and Koeh Sia Yong were amongst notable 
woodblock print artists who turned out works that 
depicted scenes of social behaviour that the artists 
felt would be desirable for the young society.  Koeh 
{ƛŀ ¸ƻƴƎΩǎ ά±ƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ LƴƧǳǊŜŘέ όмфруύ, for instance, 
showed the friends and colleagues of an injured 
worker rallying around him and his family.30 Such 
community-minded aspirations were expresses in 
the first National Day local art exhibition organised 
by members of the EAS and sponsored by the 

Ministry of Culture in 1960. In the exhibition catalogue, Lee Khoon Choy, Parliamentary 
Secretary of the Ministry of Culture, wrote a Foreword which stated,  
 

In a society which is in the process of being moulded into a homogeneous 
whole, artists have a special social responsibility to help the people have a 
better understanding of their surroundings and their lives. To that extent 
art should be for the people. Art should reflect the hopes and aspirations of 
the people. A brush in the hands of a dreamer is no better than a pen in the 
ƘŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǇƻǊƴƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΧ31 
 

On this issue, the narrative on the social realist art of EAS and other realist painters should 
finish with an important endnote. In examining the works of these artists, it becomes clear 
that Western art history categories like realism, social realism, socialist realism and so on are 

Fig 5: Koeh Sia Yong, The Boatman (translated), 1966, 
oil on canvas 
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not easily applied to the local context. To these artists, their art was simply άŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ. 
As can be seen, this allowed them to explore difference nuances of social realism and even 
expand their work to reach beyond the traditional, typical confines of the genre. In many ways, 
the realist artists of those heady post-colonial years were pioneers of their own artistic 
movement.  
 
 
 

Realism as the Search for, and the Building of Home 
 

Admittedly, it is true in our society today there are many touching incidents 
worthy of artistic portrayal, as well as archetypal characters that attract 
artists to give expression to them. And such meaningful art should indeed 
be done extensively. But what about the landscapes that depict the 
Causeway teeming with workers at dawn, coconut trees in the rain, a 
rubber plantation in the twilight or the Singapore River shimmering in the 
glaring midday sun? Have they lost their artistic allure? Are they not 
educative even in the slightest way? 
 

- /Ƙǳŀ aƛŀ ¢ŜŜΣ άhƴ the Significance of Landscape Paintingsέ32 
 

CǊƻƳ /ƘǳŀΩǎ ŘŜŦŜƴǎƛǾŜ explanation of landscape painting, it could be inferred that such work 
was not considered part of the Realist oeuvre; certainly not social realism, in any case. And yet, 
the self-identified rŜŀƭƛǎǘǎ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ άǎŎŜƴŜέ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜ ŀǊǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 
closely identified with them. ! ƘƻƭƛǎǘƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΩ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ realism has 
to include to myriad site-specific artworks that include landscapes, urban scenes and portraits 
of locals. This could give us some insight into the motivations behind the local realists, and 
how their interpretation of realism adds a new dimension to the global realist narrative. 
 
Many artists interviewed spoke of the Russian influence, which mostly refers to Ilya Repin and 
the Social Realists. In the late 19th ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅΣ wǳǎǎƛŀƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǘƻ ŎŀƴǾŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǘǊǳǘƘǎέ 
of urban living ς in doing so, bringing to light the unsavoury aspects of the Russian city. The 
sentiments of Repin, ƛƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ǘƛŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ муслǎ ŀǎ άƭƛŦŜ ǊŜŀǿŀƪŜƴŜŘ 
ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŀƭ ƭŜǘƘŀǊƎȅΣέ ŎƭŜŀrly rang a bell with Singapore realists also eager to 
use art as a tool of social commentary and critique. But here the similarities begin to come 
apart, demonstrating the unique facets of Singapore Realism and also that the art form is 
inherently global in nature and effectively malleable to local conditions. 
 
While Russian realists turned out works of urban scenes that were intended to be critical 
expositions of life in cities, the Singapore realists revealed in their painting an unmistakeable 
sense of home. For many of these artists, coming into adulthood and artistic maturity during 
the years of decolonisation, home, belonging and identity would have figured heavily in their 
creative motivations. There was a dawning realisation on these once-immigrants that they 
would soon have to start defining their sense of home, and what role they were to play in it. 
This was exciting for many young artists. Recalling his early years at EAS, Ong Kim Seng 
described the intoxicating air of a new beginning amongst the Singapore artists at the time. He 
ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǎǇǊƛƴƎέ ƻŦ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜ ŀǊǘ.33 Even those who dabbled in social realism did 
so not as a slavish adoption of Chinese or Russian influences, but as a way of seeking to add 
their voices to what were surely the early chapters of nation-building. Their works lent a voice 
to the early years of ς ƛŦ ƴƻǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜƴ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ άƘƻƳŜέ-building.  
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Inspiration was sought in what many artists felt were quintessentially Singapore scenes ς the 
bustling river, busy Chinatown and Little India, and leafy kampungs. Their works attempted to 
put together answers to pressing questions: What does Singapore look like? What do its 
people do? Where is it going? Despite the preponderance of such scenes in the art of the 
1950s-1980s, it is clear the artists reached their conclusions variously.  
 

Ong Kim Seng is probably one of the 
artists who vociferously sought to 
render the image of Singapore. That 
he did through his masterful technical 
ability, creating rich atmosphere 
through contrasts of light and shade, 
spatial balance, and translucent 
ŎƻƭƻǳǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΦ ά{ƳƛǘƘ {ǘǊŜŜǘέ ό2011, 
watercolour on paper, 30 x 40 cm) 
[Fig 6] is one characteristic example 
ƻŦ hƴƎΩǎ ǿƻǊƪǎΦ {ǿƛŦǘ ǎǘǊƻƪŜǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ 
details that every Singaporean would 
be familiar with ς the casual amble of 
ŀ άƘŜŀǊǘƭŀƴŘŜǊέΣ ǘƘŜ ǳōƛǉǳƛǘƻǳǎ 
gleaming cars, the colourful, peeling 
notices pasted on pillars. These 

details are framed within a nostalgic, warm-toned scene of a typically busy Chinatown street. 
The painting has a feeling of being done plein air, with a sense of fleetingness in the quick 
brushstrokes of the artist, the colour-based focal point of the painting and hƴƎΩǎ ƳŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ 
the fast-ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΦ ά[ƻǊƻƴƎ .ǳŀƴƎƪƻƪέ ŀƴŘ ά[ŀƴŜ ƛƴ .ŜŀŎƘ wƻŀŘέ are 
equally evocative depictions of home ς in 
the former, a memory of a kampung has 
ceased to be, and in the latter, a serene 
moment in time of a friendly meeting.  
 
Tan Choh Tee took a slightly different 
approach to his portrayal of Singapore. The 
home he depicted was not the wistful one 
of rumination, but a firmer, more sharply 
defined city characterised by strong colour 
ŀƴŘ ƪƛƴŜǘƛŎ ǎƘŀǇŜǎΦ άRobertson Quayέ 
(1969, oil on canvas, 73 X 61 cm) [Fig 7] is 
ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ¢ŀƴΩǎ ǎǘȅƭŜΦ ²ƛǘƘ ŘŜŦǘ 

strokes, a somber palette, Tan constructs 
the material nature of a kampungΩǎ ȊƛƴŎ 
roofs, weathered wooden struts and jagged-edged buckets, reflecting {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ 
ǳƴŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎƭȅ άōǳƛƭǘέ form. 
 
Others, like Tong Chin Sye [Fig 8], also searched out the meaning of home in the busy streets of 
Chinatown and Little India. These are shown in a kaleidoscopic burst of colour and texture, and 
the pace of life skilfully conveyed through rapid dabs and short strokes of the brush. Like the 
other realists who painted scenes of home, Tong inserted his personal touches and thoughts 
into his compositions, claiming ownership of painting and place. 

CƛƎ сΥ  hƴƎ YƛƳ {ŜƴƎΣ ά{ƳƛǘƘ {ǘǊŜŜǘέΣ нлммΣ ǿŀǘŜǊŎƻƭƻǳǊ ƻƴ ǇŀǇŜǊ 

CƛƎ тΥ ¢ŀƴ /ƘƻƘ ¢ŜŜΣ άwƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴ vǳŀȅέΣ мфсфΣ ƻƛƭ ƻƴ ŎŀƴǾŀǎ 
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The image and the idea of Singapore have 
been largely codified in public 
consciousness through the proliferation of 
these artworks. The images presented may 
have been reductive or repetitive, but that 
misses the point, which is that the realist 
artists of those years put together a calling 
card for the country.  
 
Still, the debate and search over the visual 
representation of Singapore continues 
apace. The works of the early realists 
became the subject of some controversy 
through an art exhibition organised by 

Arbour Fine Arts in the 1980s, which ostensibly reacted to the literal ς and figurative ς painting 
of Singapore as a sum token of these tired parts. Not the Singapore River sought an alternative 
theme to represent Singapore art. This was in turn answered by Teo Eng Heng, who referenced 
ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǿ ƛƴ ŀ ƳƛȄŜŘ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ bŜǘΥ aƻǎǘ 5ŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜ wƛǾŜǊέ όмфусΣ 
paperdyesculpt and net, 300 x 300 cm). Recently, a drive to revitalise the Singapore River and 
its image opted to do so with contemporary artists and even tattooists painting realist-style 
murals of Singaporean life on the ǿŀƭƭǎ ƻŦ /ƭŀǊƪŜ vǳŀȅΩǎ underpass.34 It is clear that the 
challenge of depicting SingaǇƻǊŜΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƛs in crafting it as a complete-the-ending story, 
composed by a myriad of authors. 
 
 

Realism as the Singaporean Spirit 
 
We began our exploration of local realism with the assertion that current modes of art history 
study are too Euro-centric to help in an understanding of what local realism is, and why artists 
were drawn to it. Our essay has sought to answer these questions. One last point remains ς 
that realism grew in popularity because it was an art form ideal to transmitting multi-cultural, 
multi-ethnic elements ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƻ {ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ.  
 
The artistic influences that permeated the scene at the time mainly came from Western 
techniques, Malay traditions and Chinese practices. Colonial influence had brought Western 
art to the attention of the local artists. In Malaya of the 1950s, a number of youths had 
attained scholarships provided by the British Council to students, and went on to study in the 
UK after the war. Due to the colonial interest in promoting culture and education, not only 
were scholarships set up, but also English-medium schools, museums, libraries and branches of 
the Royal Asiatic Society. Upon return, the Western-educated youths played pivotal roles in art 
education, and furthered their own artistic progress as well. Using their Western-learned 
techniques like oil, charcoal and watercolour, these youths were eager to capture the people 
and landscapes of their homeland, becoming the first to bring together foreign and local 
ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ aŀǊŎƻ Iǎǳ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǘƘέ ǿƘƻ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ 
Western brushstrokes and painted local scenery. 35  Other foreign-educated artists like 
Georgette Chen also adapted techniques taken from the French Barbizon School to portray 
local scenes with a distinctly different mood. From this, it was clear that a wholesale adoption 
of foreign techniques were viewed as inadequate in expressing the full spectrum of local 
experience.  
 

CƛƎ уΥ ¢ƻƴƎ /Ƙƛƴ {ȅŜΣ άCƛǾŜ Cƻƻǘ ²ŀȅέΣ ¸ear unknown, watercolour 
on paper 
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Malay artistic traditions, despite all the richer for being the indigenous culture, were often 
impenetrable to non-Malays unschooled in the significance behind their abstraction. The non-
representational nature of Islamic art forbade the depiction of figures and focused on 
geometric patterns, calligraphic script and floral motifs. Folk art in the form of batik, 
woodcarving and weaving was also often full similarly full of symbolism. Given the growing 
number of immigrants from China and India, amongst other places, this was not the best way 
to create a common visual language amongst such diverse communities.  
 
Chinese immigrants arriving in the pre-ǿŀǊ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳƴƛƳǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ άŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŘŜǎŜǊǘέ ƻŦ 
Singapore and Malaya, in comparison to the rich artistic heritage of their homeland. 
Traditional Chinese artistic philosophies of ink painting and shanshui art celebrated the 
transcendence of the mind over the material. Painters and poets expressed the essence of 
their work in intellectual codes, which were often exclusive to those from other walks of life. 
Indeed, the aghast felt by traditional Chinese ink painters at any attempt at verisimilitude in art 
would not have easily allowed those from different backgrounds to viscerally grasp the 
message of their work. Chinese ink on its own would have certainly been inadequate to tell the 
story of new Singapore.   
 
This was quickly realised by Chinese artists attempting to raise the standard of arts and culture 
in the region. In Malaya, the Society of Chinese Artists was set up in 1935, and attracted 
membership from all over the peninsula, becoming a platform for young artists who pursued 
ōƻǘƘ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎΦ aŀǊŎƻ Iǎǳ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ άƎǊŜŀǘ 
ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎέ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƛƴƎ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ painting methods to document the Malayan 
landscape.36 Through their public exhibitions, the stage was set for fostering awareness of a 
local-style art.  
 
In Singapore, the search for a regional artistic language was pioneered by Lim Hak Tai, father of 
Lim Yew Kuan and founder of the Nanyang Academy in 1937Φ ¢ƘŜ ŜƭǳǎƛǾŜ άbŀƴȅŀƴƎ ǎǘȅƭŜέ 
ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΩ move to create works that encapsulated these different 
aspects of artistic influence. Nanyang Academy was the only art institution on the island 
before the war and its famous teachers included Cheong Soo Pieng, Chen Wen Hsi, Georgette 

Chen and Chen Chong Swee, all of whom were 
instrumental players in the local art scene. Many 
members from EAS, as well as the other realist artists, 
attended Nanyang or were taught by artists who had 
studied or worked there ς the Nanyang influence 
permeated the art scene, and local realism cannot be 
studied without accounting for the Nanyang influence. Art 
historians have debated about whether realist works 
should be seen as part of the Nanyang oeuvre. Yvonne 
Low and Kevin Chua, for instance, explain that the works 
of the EAS sustained the Nanyang style, rather than 
rejecting it, in developing a local identity.37  
 
While the work of the Singapore realists is not 
dichotomous with the Nanyang artists, the key difference 
is articulated by artists like Siew Hock Meng and Chua Mia 
Tee in interviews: Art could not be merely decorative or 
commercial-minded, which they felt the Nanyang School 
gave leeway for.38 Perhaps it could therefore be said that, 

while the Nanyang artists pioneered the search for a local 
CƛƎ фΥ {ƛŜǿ IƻŎƪ aŜƴƎΣ άIǳŦŜƴƎέ 
(Summoning Rain), 2007, oil on canvas 
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artistic identity, the realists extended it and are still shaping it to this day through their 
intention to make art that reflects and is relevant to society.  
 
The uniquely Asian perspective that colours the work of many realists confirms this. Siew Hock 
aŜƴƎΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ often encapsulates the fusion of values that come together in Asian 
realism. [Fig 9] His portrait of a Balinese rain goddess, standing on the edge of a beach and 
calling forth rain, appears at first glance to be an exoticised Balinese fantasy. At yet, the act of 
ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ Ǌŀƛƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǇǊŀȅŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇŜǊƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ 
endures even in this modern day. The photo-realistic quality of this work is an intriguing 
contrast with its subject content, and further serves to highlight the need for an understanding 
of myth, folklore and spirituality in Asian realism. Asian realism still cannot be wholly mimetic 
of just the physical properties; its artists are equally interested in expressing their spirituality 
on paper.  
 
That realism as an art form allows for such a range of expression harks back to its universal 
quality. They are  
 

Χproof, that despite the ironies and inconsistencies in the history of realism 
there is a collective, universal image that continues to serve society 
regardless of national, ethnic, or chronological boundaries.39 
 

{ƛƴƎŀǇƻǊŜΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƛǎǘǎΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘ ŦƻǊƳΣ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
aesthetic specificity of realism and remind us that a nuanced study of realism is necessary in 
the global context.  
 
 
In Retrospect: The Challenges of Memory and Reality 
 
The EAS is today a subject of some controversy due to whiffs of leftist association. 
Consequently, many of its ex-members have distanced themselves from their involvement. 
During its time, several members of the EAS had sympathy for, and drew inspiration from, the 
Chinese Communist Party which had at the time recently emerged victorious from its feud 
with the Nationalists and appeared to be forging a new beginning for postwar China. Since 
then, the failure of the Cultural Revolution and the experiences of guerrilla warfare in the 
Malayan Emergency have led to the realist works of that era being tainted with the brush of 
unsavoury leftism. This, again, harks back to the dangers of ignoring the prevalence of 
ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ άǊŜŀƭƛǎǘέ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎΦ  
 
Realism can, and has taken many different forms. This could be part of its seductiveness and 
appeal. Art historians have dealt with this by assigning to it different branches; in doing so, 
ōǊŜŀƪƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘΦ ά{ƻŎƛŀƭ wŜŀƭƛǎƳΦέ ά{ƻŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ 
wŜŀƭƛǎƳΦέ άtƘƻǘƻ wŜŀƭƛǎƳΦέ άbƻǘ wŜŀƭƛǎƳΦέ .ǳǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀǎ ŀǊǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎ ŀƴŘκ ƻǊ 
participants, we forget the intentions and ambitions behind each of these styles. Categories 
have no meaning until we start thinking of realism as different strategies taken by artists to 
shape meanings that are contextually-ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ пуth birthday is a good time to 
reflect on such concepts. While we are still defining our reality, it is worthwhile to look back on 
an era in which our present realities were being imagined, debated, and written into a vision 
for the future.  
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