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Introduction 
 
Professor C.J. W.-L. Wee presented on “The Singapore Contemporary and Contemporary Art 
in Singapore”. He proposed that the idea of contemporary art entailed a pre-supposition of the 
existence of an idea of the contemporary. This meant that the structure of temporality is to be 
comprehended as the way time is conceptualised and lived out in society, rather than time 
that is natural. The contemporary is both an idea of the present time and the goal of effectively 
reacting to the demands of that present.  
 
The lecture looked at how contemporary art in Singapore relates to the socio-political context 
within which it functions. Contemporary art draws on an alternative tradition of modernism, 
contesting the principles of autonomous art in the name of connecting art with life, and 
interpreting content and cultural orientation for the needs of the local. An exhibition and three 
moments of contemporary art in Singapore were used to illustrate this. This lecture was 
presented in conjunction with Singapore Art Week and the National Museum of Singapore’s 
latest contemporary art exhibition, What is Not Visible is Not Invisible.  
 
 
Singapore and the Need of Art  
 
It was suggested that Singapore entered a new historical period in the 1980s when the East 
Asian Miracle unfolded. Post-independent Singapore no longer felt the need to catch up with 
the paradigms of the advanced economies, and was committed to modernising its society and 
culture through export-oriented industrial modernity.  
 
From the late 1960s, Singapore has benefitted from the increasing economic inter-
dependence of the world system, and globalisation in the 1980s allowed foreign direct 
investment to flow into Singapore. This also meant that capitalism had penetrated social norms 
of nation communities, society and culture. Prof Wee described this as the politicalisation of 
the society and its culture, broadly understood as ways of living and the arts.  
 
Capitalism requires the absorption of the world’s many forms of standardised predictability, 
which leads to the destabilising of culture. Global and regional economic inter-dependence 
became a reality. It was not just about manufacturing products for export using other people’s 
technologies, but there was also a need to be creative and innovative in order to succeed. Art 
thus had a role in such.  
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Singapore and the “Will to Be Contemporary” 
 
Singapore’s economic success partially explained the emergence of city art in the 
contemporary state as artistic spaces opened up for new local expressions that captured the 
effects of economic transformations. One such effect is the “fragments” of life in the historical 
present brought about by rapid modernisation.  
 
Singapore required and employed a new “systemic functionalisation of autonomy”, a term 
coined by philosopher Peter Osborne. Prof Wee posited that art’s very uselessness and 
purposelessness, and perceived autonomy, became component parts of the model of 
creativity. In the post-industrial context, creativity and autonomy are taken to drive the 
economy and this is seen in the exposure of new commercial innovations, such as social 
media and the newspapers.  
 
In the 1980s, the Subcommittee on Services for the Economic Committee reviewed the 
progress of Singapore’s economy and identified new areas of growth. They saw a need for a 
vibrant cultural and entertainment services industry, which would enhance Singapore’s image 
as a tourist destination. As this would make Singapore a better place to live in and help to 
attract professionals and skilled workers, the People’s Action Party (PAP) changed their 
approach towards cultural matters.  
 
This change of approach is seen in the PAP’s 1984 election manifesto, Agenda for Action, A 
Vision of Singapore by 1999, which demonstrates their resolve to make Singapore “a cultured 
society” and a “city of excellence”. This shows “Singapore’s will to be contemporary”, a phrase 
coined by Prof Wee. Singapore articulated its creative policy in the 2000 Renaissance City 
Report, a reinforcement of its position in 1992. The National Arts Council presently states that 
its mission is “[t]o develop Singapore as a distinctive global city for the arts”.  
 
Since the 1990s, the State increased infrastructural and monetary resources for arts 
developments. Three key institutions were established: the Singapore Art Museum (SAM) in 
1996, Singapore Biennial in 2006 and the National Gallery Singapore (NGS) in 2015. These 
institutions collectively interpreted and presented the inter-regional diversity of social 
experiences as embodied by art within novel cultural spaces. They were committed to the 
exploration of multi-cultural similarities and differences, and cultural expressions which could 
not be articulated in the 1970s.   
 
The institutions may be seen as the poster children of the city-state’s will to be contemporary, 
even while they vitally served to articulate non-metropolitan representations of modernism and 
contemporary art.  
 
 
  

http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/history/events/d0504b41-06f4-4f4b-80d2-f7d84aa2086d
http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/history/events/d0504b41-06f4-4f4b-80d2-f7d84aa2086d
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Contemporary Art in Singapore 
 
While the main target of contemporary art in the United Kingdom and the United States in the 
1960s was paintings, contemporary art in Singapore can be loosely described as a flexible art 
with practices that employ a number of post-formalist strategies.  
 
This new art drew upon the practice of conceptual art based on the understanding that art 
derived its critical meaning not from external aesthetic dimensions but from its internal 
structure. This understanding that art need not be aesthetic in a narrow sense unexpectedly 
freed up the thought parameters of what constituted artistic material, resulting in what has 
been described as the post-medium condition of art in primarily post-painting. This allowed for 
a certain engagement with the fractured life of Singapore.  
 
Medium-specific and object-based art were re-incorporated as component parts of an 
expansive artistic practice to take on a trans-media orientation. Singapore contemporary art 
went beyond formal innovations and the purist notion of conceptualism, where it blended 
paintings and drawing with, for instance, performance art, installations and sculpture. This 
expression of contemporary art in Singapore started emerging in fragments of 1970s 
Singapore life and became pronounced by the end of the 1980s. 
 
Art reflected the time. The then-new State required social engineering to survive as race was 
a prominent issue, and primordialism and inter-racial tension threatened Singapore life 
because the modern economy needed political stability. Social engineering took the forms of, 
for example, standardised public housing, a common language in education and various 
campaigns, such as the Speak Mandarin Campaign. This massive transformation eased the 
primordial problems of racial tensions, and contemporary art arose systematically in varying 
degrees of reactions to this destabilising situation of society and culture. 
 
 
The Exhibition 
 
In 1990, the exhibition Urban Artists: 25 Years of Singapore Art was initiated by the then-
Director of the National Museum (today’s National Museum of Singapore) Kwa Chong Guan 
and curated by Susie Koay. Prof Wee sees the exhibition as an authentic representation of 
the 1980s that captured the artistic transitions in both aesthetic media and content. It featured 
performance art and installation works alongside more traditional art forms, which showed the 
transitioning from modern to contemporary art.  
 
Prof Wee cited Koay, who wrote in the pamphlet about the exhibition, on the in-electable 
transformation of Singapore artists in 1965 and how art changed with it. Her preamble was 
how the PAP started “a drive towards industrialisation and rapid urbanisation” because of 
“sustained and, oft times, ruthless urbanisation programme. By the year 1988, a total of 6% of 
the population lived in these subsidised skyscrapers towns”.  
 
The exhibition examined the relationship between art and what Koay termed “current culture”. 
She wrote that the exhibition was separated into four categories of artists:  

1. artists who directly transcribed their environment into their work; 
2. artists who indirectly or subconsciously utilised elements of their environment;  
3. artists who isolated themselves in an inner world within an urban setting; and  
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4. artists whose work was in “touch with current environment in which utility services 
compare favourably with those elsewhere and where [the Urban Redevelopment 
Authority (URA)] attempts to preserve the old Singapore with as much earnestness in 
which [Housing Development Board (HDB)] had earlier displayed in demolishing and 
rebuilding.”  

 
One pronounced and unsurprising reaction to urbanisation was nostalgia. “As urbanisation 
progressed,” Koay wrote, “the depiction of current themes such as the old Chinatown and the 
Singapore River can be seen as escape venues from the current plastic age.” Koay cited an 
example in a painting, Life by the River (1975) by Liu Kang. Koay noted, however, what was 
not in the scene: “Liu Kang’s work can be interpreted as the unconscious reaction to the 
regimented society of schematic HDB flats which dominated the Singapore skyline of the 
1960s and 1970s.” 
 

 
Image: Liu Kang, Life by the River, 1975, Oil on Canvas. 

Collection of Singapore Art Museum. Image courtesy of National Heritage Board  
 
The third category included a diverse set of artists, and most importantly, trans-media artists. 
In 1998, S. Chandrasekaran, Goh Ee Choo and Salleh Japar staged a collaborative work – 
the Trimurti exhibition – that combined painting, installation, sculpture and performance art. 
The work was unified by the Sanskrit term Trimurti to define the manifestation of three forces: 
creation, destruction and preservation. Hindu-Chinese divinity and Malay-Muslim cultural and 
religious elements were explored by each artist to show how such differences could also 
embody the unity of multi-racial identities in Singapore. The three artists further collaborated 
in another exhibition where the first artist helped put the collection together (creation), the 
second destroyed it (destruction), and the third reworked it (preservation). Koay saw the event 
as part of a larger artistic trend, regardless of whether it appears in pictorial or trans-media 
guises, where “the presence of artistic pluralism is a sign of artistic transmutation that is going 
on”.  
 
With the fourth category, artistic pluralism was very marked by practitioners such as Teo Eng 
Seng. Teo’s The Net: Most Definitely the Singapore River (1986) was an engagement with the 
local exotic. The installation was a fishing net, mounted and stretched out with variously 
coloured-pulped paper as sculptural detritus caught in it. Teo’s work both questions the use of 
conventional art mediums and suggests that we cannot think of the River just as a return to 
the exotic, beautiful lyrical images.  
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Image: Teo Eng Seng, The Net: Most Definitely The Singapore River, 1986, Paperdyesculp and net. 

Collection of Singapore Art Museum. Image courtesy of National Heritage Board 
 

 
Three Moments of Contemporary Art 
 
Prof Wee moved on to three moments of contemporary artworks by three artists who were 
often at the forefront. Their works were usually taken as a commencement of contemporary 
art in Singapore. 
 
The first is Cheo Chai-Hiang, who submitted a proposal to the Modern Arts Society’s annual 
exhibition by mail for an artwork in 1972. For some reason, the Society rejected it but it was 
later displayed at Sculpture Square. 5’ by 5’ (Singapore River), as the name suggests, 
measured 5’ by 5’ and was drawn partially on the wall and partially on the floor. Like Teo’s 
work, it brought up the question of the materiality of art and questioned how the Singapore 
River might be re-conceived. It went further by highlighting the River’s importance in both 
Singapore’s history as entrepôt and its clichéd appearance in nostalgic and touristic visual 
renditions of Singapore.  
 

 
Image: A recreation of Cheo Chai-Hiang’s 5’ by 5’ at the National Gallery Singapore. 
Collection of National Gallery Singapore. Image courtesy of National Heritage Board 
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The second is Tan Teng Kee, who held an informal outdoor exhibition of roughly 30 of his 
constructivist-styled metal structures by a field outside his home in 1979. At dusk, he 
unpredictably incinerated them. Art historian T. K. Sabapathy commented, “Tan embarked 
upon an action that completely undermined the existence of work as an object.” National 
Gallery Singapore Curator Russel Storer noted, “[T]he event was important because it signifies 
an eclectic exploratory chaffing at contemporary artistic restrictions.” 
 

 

Image: Tan Keng-Kee, Fire Sculpture, 1979. “The Picnic”, Normanton Estate, Singapore.  

Photograph by Tan Teng-Kee 

 
The third is Tang Da Wu, who presented at the National Museum Art Gallery a set of two 
works primarily from 1979: seven pieces of linen hung in a gully over three months at a 
construction site that was slowly being torn up for public housing; and square wooden boards 
covered with dried mud in the shape of circles held in place with glue while the rain washed 
away the mud around the circles.1 They were two parts of larger exhibition entitled Earth Work. 
It was an experimental and putative trans-media art practice with an ingenious rhetoric to 
environmental awareness. Tang delivered a quiet critique of urbanisation’s degrading 
environmental impact with no reconciliation offered between the value of the red earth and the 
urbanisation that has exposed it to erosion.  
 
 
Conclusion  
 
The contemporary moment, to Prof Wee, is one that is marked by what is going on in the 
present and the Urban Artists exhibition, and these three moments are exemplars of this. The 
contemporary as a goal is shaped by the particular relations to the immediate past and the 
desired future.  
 
The question is: What happens now? What is the role of art now in a point when the institutions 
of art are so huge? The moment of art, Prof Wee answers, is this moment’s creative industries, 
of creative thinking, of social media, of intensity by which culture and capitalism are so 
implicated that it makes the 1980s looks quaint.  
 

*** 

                                                           
1 The National Museum Art Gallery was established in Singapore in 1976. As a cultural institution, it 
exceeded the historical and ethnological orientation of the parent National Museum (today’s National 
Museum of Singapore).  
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About the Speaker 
 

C. J. W.-L. Wee is Professor of English at the Nanyang Technological 
University, Singapore. He has held Visiting Fellowships at, among other 
institutions, the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi, and the 
Society for the Humanities, Cornell University. Wee is the author of Culture, 
Empire, and the Question of Being Modern (2003) and The Asian Modern: 
Culture, Capitalist Development, Singapore (2007). He is also the editor of The 
Complete Works of Kuo Pao Kun, Vol. 4: Plays in English (2012). 
 

 
About HistoriaSG 
 
HistoriaSG is a lecture series that focuses on important but lesser-known aspects of 
Singapore’s history. With in-depth presentations by local and international academics on a 
range of topics viewed through a variety of lenses from business to science and technology, 
the environment and specific communities, the series sheds new light on Singapore’s culture, 
history and heritage. Organised by the National Museum of Singapore, HistoriaSG is part of 
the museum’s efforts to promote a deeper understanding and appreciation of Singapore’s 
history. 
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