The Artist's Choice

artcommune gallery proudly presents

137km North of the Equator

A Story of the Equator Art Society and Realist Artists in
Singapore

Exhibition Reading Material
Text written by: Loo Ching Ling (Ms)

PIs kindly return after use. Thank you.



137 km North of the Equator

This August, Singapore celebrates its 48" year of independence with the theme of Many

Stories One Singaporé KS Yy I NNJ G A @S 2F { A € Thk IkdgsNds Srddes SO2 Y 2 Y A (

made over the past 5 decades C 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, SingaporeQa | NI R S@Sft 2 LIY Sy (

frequently shunted under the shadow of Chinese immigrantsQ A Y T.5udaSy aPpSosch 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.” 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
Gt DHNPR 6 € Boi pdlk§jSn 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-w S @2 f dzi A 2y I NB OANDdzvaidl yoOSa
EuropeanS | f AdY$é 2LISNF GSR® 2 KAT S (K SindxdisfdyShidd dzl

strain of realism left some gaps in practice. For examLJ S gKI G SELI OGf
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 ¢ the subjects of depiction ¢
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 i KS @A S ¢ BcNails t8 én®,Includle 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, O2 Y i N} ai SR 6A0GK . NH2RIaQ TF2NXI f
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AaSNDIyiQa akKlIR2ga | NB K
an indistinct shape; again in contrast

gAGK [/ 2d2NDbSiQa Of SI NI &
The power of realist art, therefore,

lies not just in its mimetic qualities

but also in its facility in persuasively
O2YYdzy AOFGAYy3I (GKS | NIAZ
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
Figly Ddza i+ ¢ K @ dzAS §ii £y & Courber) 2852 2 d2NJ a  realism in the post May 4%
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 § & OA SY G A FA O¢ beabstld® OG0 2
glra Fftaz2 SyO2dz2N» ISR Fa | YSIya (G2 aY2RSNyAa
with Western nations. Thus, Chinese art moved from non-verisimilitude celebrated by poets
like Su Dongbo,’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, Oprogressive€ 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
19" 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 O2 YYSY G SR GKI G aWFH LI yQa oSt GSRySaax oAa
view but, at the same time, one should remember that such belatedness could, in fact, be a
OFdltedad F2N (KS IRlaelSENRBRAY (12 BEKE BINGiAnEI J2 g&¢ { Ay 3
Gallery and the National Museum of Contemporary Art in Korea attempted to investigate the

issue through Realism in Asién 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
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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 ¢ in both its crafting as well as its
interpretation ¢ 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 ¢ many Singapore realists work from 1 KS & OK 2 2 € 2F af
real, therefoNS A & YRENR{A®OYRAY I (GKS Y20A0F GA2ya 0SKA
FYR GKS ALISOGFGI2NAQ AYOGSNIINBGFGAZ2Y 2F AGX A
FNOIA&aGas GKSe aLJ21S NB LEedtsihSthnimetic &cliracyidpdzed] a NBI €
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
meaningandflavorcA Y 2 0 KSNJ 4 2 NRan®essagey a SNII GKS FNIAadGQa
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and colourless without a clear understanding of our protagonists. In his seminal tome,

Channels and Confluengagvok Kian Chow discusses the contribution of the Equator Art

Society (EAS) to local realist trends.” 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
GFNAY3IASE YSYOSNAR 2F GKS 3INRdzLE KIFIR |aada2 OAl GAz2y
The 1950s arts scene was, afterall, a small one.

¢2 (GKS 9! {3 (GKS NBIFrftAald UGSOKyAIl|dzS o6l a @I ftdzZ 6t S
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 ¢ even within the left-leaning
EAS ¢ 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.® Now-established artists like Ong Kim Seng, Hua Chai Yong,
Lby3 JKEY3 ¢FA YR ¢2y3 /KAY {&8S 22AySR (KS 9!
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.’ Many senior artists were graduates of the Nanyang
Academy (M F ), 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.® Themed classes focusing on still-life and portraiture allowed beginners
to further these skills.’

Apart from that, the EAS organised social events such as movie outings, picnics and carried out

GSELISNASYGALE fSIENYAYIET 62 NI Ay dtent of theyEASA A R S

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 ¢ 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."*

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. ¢ KS / KF ANXI yQa ¥F2 NBGiradghal shadv adinktésl tofa 2R AFS (1 & Q&

Fig 2: HuaChai Yong's student sketches at EAS, 1961. Reproduced with artist's permission.

professionalism, A Yy Of dZRSR Iy Saal & 2y ac¢ $HhKsyated by
i K IPérfecting the techniques is the aim of the art itself, and also the highest pursuit of
I NJJ* &he gursuit of this technical excellence was a carefully structured one ¢ the folio of an
ex-EAS member clearly showed the scaffolded learning that the Society provided ¢ juniors
started with basic shapes and shading under the guidance of a senior member. Fig. 2 shows

someof| dzl  / Kl darly} NFHOEAO SYyRSIHF2dNEE € SFENYSR Ay

headquarters.
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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,* 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
{ Ay 3 L2 NB§ush watdr-bhboutist. Refalisni) 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

toreachouttothe EveryManE 0dzi G KS ljdz2r f Adie 2F f221Ay3

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 TeeHo Kah Leong, the Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry

2F [ 2YYdzyAOFGA2yad YR LYF2NYIGAZY AY mMdyc

three-dimensional quality so realistic that the view often finds himself transported into the
a0Sy S LI'NIhddarl SoRabRealist 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 ¢ 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 contribdzd A 2y G2 { Ay 3l LR NBQ4Z,
and has honoured 3 realist artists in this show ¢ Ong Kim Seng (1990), Tan Choh Tee (2006),

FYR Y2aG NBOSyidtez [AY S YdzZ yz G F3S
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changing Msocial Mconditions Min Mthe MY A R 11 M,éf) pffecdively 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 ¢ 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

GLF 2yS (K2dzAKG 2F | RSaA3IySR AYF3AS 2F Iy
container were modern and more beautiful than a real one on the table, his
orhereyesmusthave0 SSy dzy a2 LIKAAGA Ol SR FYyR AYYLIl {dz2NB

- Tsubmu Mizusawagescribing the stance of Japanese a#tigtic Hakutei Ishii on
0KS RSolFGS 0Si6SSYAMYRANGH ANE I fl /R

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 (Peredvizhnili*’ 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 ¢ Lee Boon Wang, Lim Yew
Kuan, Chua Mia Tee, and Lai Kui Fang. The EAS was registered in the same year of 1956.

az2zald GSttAy3ates (GKSe& FTR2LIWGSR
Thinker, which signals the ideal-driven intention of the

a2 OA S & Qartists Bkalsjer SobkEVidng accessed

these ideas through books, after a professed

dissatisfaction with the sale-focused, decorative art of the

Nanyang school.'® Koeh Sia Yong expressed a similar

dismissiveness of the Nanyang artists like Cheong Soo

t ASy3a YR / KSy 28y |1 aiAs ¢K2Y KS
Y2y SeHSNBYRKSNET2NE aRAG2NOSR
2T ( K8TanRdhch Fee echoed this sentiment in

commenting that the Nanyang artists painted the things

Fig 3: The badge of EAS, photographed with  that Americans like, just to sell.?® Chua Mia Tee described
permission of Hua Chai Yong 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.” The 1960 exhibition catalogue contained an essay by Han Shan Yuan (then known
as Han Gao Shan) that railed against QA G N} y3S LI AydAy3aQ o6& (KS Y2R
NEFfAdGeZ YR LIAYyGd 2F | ONIXT & FYyR RAAG2NISR 4
reality, the inner thoughts and feelings of people, as well as their opinions towards the reality;
FNIa akKz2dzZ R aSNWS (2 AYALANB FyR SRdzOIéGS GKS
forNBFfAaY Aa yz20 2yfte | F2NY 2F | NILEThis AG A& |
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attitude must have filtered down to members in some way. Later members like Tan Choh Tee
alLlR1S 2F 22AyAy3a (2 aK2g¢g KAa adzZivshgBangfa NJ (K a
aLR1S 2F GKS 3INEPR dzLJQ &;* Hark Sifah YWihn RissNll rEminiscipgon tBd 2 4 Sy Sa &
{20ASG2Qa I Oihdw@nknibdrsXépteactiRdbh@r CodithdacStir professed ideals

through group activities and pledging to resist elitist frivolity in music and movies.”

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
critiqgue on economic inequality, expressed in
portraits of labourersZ G 02 Y Y&y Stheh
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
41S00KSa R2YS Ay Scénés ofd
workers labouring were also common. Ong Kim
{ Sy3Qa -SaNi dzReSHYUIS ND 2 £ 2 dzNJ
(1974, watercolour on paper, 38 x 56 cm) was a &EC 1d #EOA -EA 4AAR O:

simple execution of this genre. Most established 1974 Ofloncanvas

artists of the time sometimes took a firmer stand. / K dzl  a AdRamabaBSTakas a Resté

(1974, oil on canvas, 78 x 56 cm) [Fig 4] is a subtle rebuke to social inequality. Seated against a

A0FNYy 6 ff3x [/ Kdzi€drnedtywRrds thyvieweR dnRyathiSgSzé dStidihed

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 RamasamyQ & & LJ- NB F NI Y S
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 O2Yy Yy SOGA2Y 0SS Sdyhis @ditg XKBMNK a { ¥R of B §a

boatman, & [ | guRHuanfdz§1966, oil on canvas, 51 x 66 cm) [Fig 5] is less confrontational.

lAa o2FdYrFryQa FSSO N’ KAIKEAIKISR Ay | LI £ S
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
O2yaidNHzOGAY A 27F {SuchindrksldalNte@ativaSonsNd Re8bertBHEnki MBE P

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 ¢ 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 @ KdzY 'y RNJ Yl ¢ |y
G dzy A @S N& | of archietydal So¥iaYrkalism,”® and frequently took on a prescriptive focus.
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This could be a response to a need alluded to by then-Chairman of EAS, Lee Boon Wang. He

flI YSYGSR Ay (GKS {2 éAcﬁdlftféthtéreWEtb@oﬂencﬁjﬁKeili:(lv’\tolﬁké\ 2y C2NFB
GRSNAR PSR T.NBRaro Hsil clladAsacl éotivations 4 KS at g { SyAy3 27F
O2yalOArzdzaySaas FYARa(O | r3dddhd Azl 8. RiaffyZotbese Y R | & LJ
works are now instantly NS O23ayAal 6t S SYofSya 27 [{AA yYAdzALIZONBYOHQ
4. SR21 Ct22RE& oOmMdp dI, @ dxdmple yaintlalviiod of dndulti-stimie E Hnap O
society working together for the communal good.” Amidst roiling clouds in overcast skies,

France-educated Lai weaves into the local scene atmospheric aspects of Romanticism and

YIEyQa NBfIFGA2YEKA IJ-J)/E)\@NZ&)[II] Ga&NB | o2dzi { Ay 3l L3R N
Chua Mia TS S 8 & londl ALlanguage Clasd éortrays a group of Chinese students enjoying

themselves at a Malay lesson, reflecting the perceived necessity for immigrants to learn the

indigenous language.2  aKS&a 2F 61 Ny &Sftf2¢ &dzFFdzasS- 6KS aoSs
realisth O (G 2dzOK o6Y2NB S@OARSYyld Ay G9LIAO [AFS 2F al f
strokes and an impressionistic play on light, creating a dreamy, optimistic scene of resolution.

Similarly, the muted, serene atmosphere of Lim Yew KuanQ &Painting Class€ belies the
SEK2NIFGA2Yy 2F [AY I LA ¢F1Qa az2y T2N GKS 0S4
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
{ AL, 2 yABHEA GOKESA ELAyHSrdzNdBcR ¢ O M pp y |
showed the friends and colleagues of an injured
worker rallying around him and his family.*® Such
Fig 5: Koeh Sia Yorithe Boatman (translated), 1966, COMMunity-minded aspirations were expresses in
oil on canvas 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
KFyRa 2F (GKS GNARGSNI2F LRNY23INIF LKAO £ AGSNI

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
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not easily applied to the local context. To these artists, their art was simply & ¥ 2 NJ § K.S

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?

-/ KdzZl  a A I thetS®y&ifEande lifghdscapéaintings®

CNRY |/ Kdzl Qesiplariatirfobiyhdsdapgd Sainting, 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-identifiedrSF f A A& GdzNYySR 2dzi a2 YdzOK aaoOSySé¢ LI
i

closely identified with them.! K2t A2 0 A O dzy RSNA G I y RA yédismBat
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 llya Repin and
of urban living ¢ in doing so, bringing to light the unsavoury aspects of the Russian city. The

FFAGSNI I £ 2y 3 LISNR 2riRrang Fbel\vhN\singbporé r8alist€ &lsbl&Egerstc
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
RSAONAOSR (KAa I a (.RSEenbhasehd dhtibléd inRcEial realisys 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

a2 0ASi

the Social Realists. Inthe late 19" OSy (1 dzNB X wdzadAly I NIAAGaEa2dzaAKIG
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137 km North of the Equator

Inspiration was sought in what many artists felt were quintessentially Singapore scenes ¢ 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
O2f 2dzNJ ljdzk £ AGaow, a{ YA (K
watercolour on paper, 30 x 40 cm)
[Fig 6] is one characteristic example
2F¥ hy3dQa g2NjJad {gAFU a
details that every Singaporean would
be familiar with ¢ the casual amble of
# | GKSIFNIfI YyYRSNE X iKS
Ch3a cVY hy3 YAY {8y3as a{vAatk {a 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 paintingandh Yy 3 Q& YSRAUGI GA2Y
the fastOK I yI3AYy 3 {Ay3l LI2NB yARZREOH IYRD aq [ 2/b&R yAIy ..d& |
equally evocative depictions of home ¢ 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
YR 1 A Y S { ARObertsdrK QUald 3
(1969, oil on canvas, 73 X 61 cm) [Fig 7] is
NELINBASY (Ol G6AGS 27 ST
strokes, a somber palette, Tan constructs CA3 TY ¢ty /K2K ¢S885 aw2oSNI

the material nature of a kampund2a | |

roofs, weathered wooden struts and jagged-edged buckets, reflecting { Ay 3 L2 NB Q&
dzy O2 YLINR YA afarpf.3f & aodzA £ ¢

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.

11
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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 ¢ and figurative ¢ painting
of Singapore as a sum token of these tired parts. Not the Singapore Rivesught an alternative
theme to represent Singapore art. This was in turn answered by Teo Eng Heng, who referenced
GKS aK2é6 Ay | YAESR YSRAIF FNIg2N] GAdGES
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 onthe 6 £ £ & 2 F /uhderph}s.B It iv dichr @hgt &he
challenge of depicting SingaLJ2 NB Q & s iNBrafting\itia8 a domplete-the-ending story,
composed by a myriad of authors.

CA3 yY ¢2y3 | KAY efrarkmwniv@aterdoiur
on paper

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 C
that realism grew in popularity because it was an art form ideal to transmitting multi-cultural,
multi-ethnic elements LI} NIl A Odzf F NJ (2 . { Ay 3l LR NBQa O2yi

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
FNIHAAGAO StSYSyiad C2NJ SEI YL ST al ND2 |
Western brushstrokes and painted local scenery.?® 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.

12
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137 km North of the Equator

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 inthepre-g I NJ @ SI NA ¢ SNB dzy A YLINB&aaSR o¢@
Singapore and Malaya, in comparison to the rich artistic heritage of their homeland.

Traditional Chinese artistic philosophies of ink painting and shanshuiart 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

020K 2SaiGSNYy FyR [/ KAySasS (SOKyAldzSad al NO2 1 &
3dz00Saa¢ SalLISOAL t f dainthg metBodsLid Ackuinghd the/ MalayyhS & S
landscape.® 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 1937¢ ¢ KS Sf dzaA @S abl yel
OF'YS (2 NBLINE anbbyeito cleateGnlorks thht Ndtdpsilitaetl Ghese 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 ¢ 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.”’

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.” Perhaps it could therefore be said that,
while the Nanyang artists pioneered the search for a local

CA3 &Y {ASé 1201 a
(Summoning RainR007, 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

aSy3aQa 62 NJ bfterfeRchbbulStés thTlsibnSBvalues 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

OFffAy3 F2NINIAYy GKNRdAK LINF¥&@SNE FyR (KS LJS2LX
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

Xproof, 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.*

{AY3IFILERNBEQa NBFftAadazr Ay GKSANI 26y AYGSNLINBGF QG

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
LISNOSLIIA2Y Ay |aadzYAy3d gKFEG || aNBFfAaGeE 62N] A

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,
ONBIF{Ay3 R2gy GKS Y2@SYSyid AydG2z OFrdGdS3I2NASa (2
wSIFfAAYDE Gt K242 wSIfAAYDE db2i wSIFfAaYDE . dzi
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-2 LIS OA T A O®  ¢"bikhddy B dzybdd NiBeQd ny

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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