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Tales of Early Singapore:  

The Watercolour Art of Leng Joon Wong  

 
Still a city of backlanes and squatters in the 1960s, Singapore marched into the era of 

independence with a rapid overhaul of its landscape and infrastructure .  Between the 

1970s and 1980s, many old settlements and familiar places  were torn down  in the wake of 

aggressive urbanisation a s new plans and buildings  reshaped  the ci tyõs landscape and 

demographics.   

 

Distinguished by washed -out paints and peeling faça des, the buildings  that survived the 

onslaught of time  speak of their lived trials and agedness; their unmistakable decline 

percolated by the growing presence of filth  and discolouration , cracks and crannies.  

 

In these  enchanting  watercolour paintings by second -generation Singaporean artist Leng 

Joon Wong, we journey through  a series of  familiar scenes and intimate tales that set the 

stage for  early Singapore.   Meticulously composed and wondrously executed in the umber 

and ochre ton es between the 1980s an d 1990s, these watercolour portrayals  reel of urban 

nostalgia , pointing to a bygone era ma rked by dilapidated shophouses, sidelanes with aged 

walls, attap str uctures and old street markets.  Together, they constitute a fraction of wh at 

one might imagine if someone presses the rewind button, collapsing the now -bourgeoning 

garden city into an  image of her old òunpolishedó self from just two decades ago.  

 

  

 
Backlane, 1998, Watercolour on paper, 57 x 76 cm  
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Chinatown Shophouse , 1998, Watercolour on paper, 56 x 76 cm  

 
 

 
Little India, 1991, Wa tercolour on paper, 78 x 3 20  cm 

 

 

Combining a keen eye with superb plein -air p ainting techniques, Joon Wongõs 

interpretations of old Singapore  scenes exhibit  a firm grasp  of details as well as graceful 

simplicity.   For Joon Wong, the artistic process typically begins with observatory visits to a 

place that stimulates his painterly instincts.  After s ettling down with his materials and 

deciding on the compositional structure,  he embark s on a meticulous sketch ðfishing  out 

the focal point and creatively build ing  the flesh of the pai nting with increasing layers of 

colours .  Often, the original pencil marks are deliberately left intact on the paper while the 

translucency of the wash generates a l uminosity that gives the painti ng a quaint and 

alluring glow.  Upon  completing over half the composition, the artist usually returns indoor  

to fill up the rest of the colours.  As a result, t he composition that emerges at the end  

enthralls as a factually -based impression that is both rich and flavourful without 

succumbing to the monotony of details.  
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Singapore River, 1984, Watercolour on paper, 53 x 6 6 cm  

 

 

 
Scene from the pathway , 1998, Watercolour on paper, 57 x 76 cm  
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About Leng Joon Wong  

 

Born in China in 1947, Leng Joon Wong  relocated to Singa pore at the tender age of 9.  He 

began painting in his teenage years and subsequently attended the Nanyang Academy of 

Fine Arts .  Upon graduation in 1964, he worked  as a graphic designer for 13 years before 

finally becoming a full -time artist.   

 

A founder  member of the Singapore Watercolour Society alongside prominent pioneer 

artists such as  Lim Cheng Hoe and Chen Chong Swee, Joon Wongõs stature among the top 

watercolour artists in Singapore was widely affirmed even before he left for  the United 

States in the 1990s to further his art.  In the 1980s while  the art market in Singapore was 

barely thriving, a full -sheet watercolour paintin g (56 x 78 cm) by Joon Wong already 

commenced  a price status  between $3,000 to $4000 S GD, attesting to the appeal and 

valuation of his artworks on the market.  

 

Having travelled extensively and participated in  numerous shows around the globe , his 

watercolour works had been exhibited in  Hong Kong, Malaysia, Manila, T aiwan, Japan, 

Moscow, China and the United States.   In addition to private patronage around the world,  

his paintings can also be found  in the collections of  the Na tional Museum, Foreign Ministry 

and various  statutory boards and banks in Singapore.    

 


