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The Singapore art world has changed dramatically since the late 1980s when the 
pioneering contemporary artists first introduced new forms of artistic practice 
such as installation and performance art to the local public. Contemporary 
art in all its noisy, glamour-cloaked forms as well as its quiet sublime mani-
festations has found its place among cultural life today. It is in a real sense, 
one of the authentic visual languages of the young, who are more attuned to 
the imagistic modes of the Internet than the linear structured worlds of the 
printed word. Those who profess an aversion to contemporary art increasingly 
seem to be clinging onto a world whose time is passing. Never mind that many 
times, that dream world is literally a dream, without any anchor to real life. 
Make no mistake; contemporary art is complex and sometimes difficult (and 
yes, in many instances, just plain lousy), because we live in complex and dif-
ficult times. Contemporary artists, for better or worse, are bound to reflect the 
contradictions of the world we are creating for our children. 

Given the three decades of development on contemporary art in Singapore 
starting from the 1980s, a different set of conditions such as the increased 
connectivity of the art world and artists today as well as a structured arts 
landscape with systematic institutional support, has resulted in a rich and 
diverse art scene. 

Foreword
Tan Boon Hui
Director, Singapore Art Museum

Since the start of the millennium, a new generation of Singapore artists has 
emerged. Some of them are formally art-trained, coming from local institutions 
such as the LASALLE College of the Arts or the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts or 
from overseas art schools; while others are self-taught, or have crossed over 
from other disciplines such as fashion or advertising. 

One of the most important roles of a dedicated contemporary art institution 
is to create a structured space for new artistic expressions that are bubbling 
beneath the surface of public consciousness. Singapore Art Museum, as the 
institution focusing on contemporary art, has conceived this exhibition as a 
statement and a look into the crystal ball of Singapore contemporary art. A 
survey exhibition of this scale and nature has not been attempted since the 
Singapore Art Show 2009. Future Proof is a critical broadening of perspec-
tive beyond art fairs and biennales, with their preference for spectacle and 
statement making art. Curated by SAM’s Khairuddin Hori and David Chew, it 
cannot be exhaustive and we encourage alternative takes by other organisers. 
Similar in spirit to the always surprising Whitney Biennale, SAM hopes that this 
exhibition will stimulate debate about the state and future of contemporary 
art in Singapore. 

The future beckons.
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Performing 
the Contemporary

“The conditions of contemporaneity led to the question, “What is progressive 
art now?” Younger artists found that the extant versions of local modern art 
in the 1980s, with their abstract qualities, or nostalgic recollections of the 
increasingly socio-culturally eviscerated and evacuated Chinatown and the 
Singapore River – of a Singapore that no longer existed as depicted – unable 
to respond to the questions they were asking. “Contemporary art” in the 
city-state thus became a container for a plurality of voices desiring to think 
through various suppressed histories and/or otherwise socio-cultural ques-
tions and less pragmatic environment matters. The rethinking on modern art 
that Tang Da Wu brought back with him from England became that spark that 
set things off.”2

from Singapore River to NEWater1

1 NEWater is treated used water that has undergone stringent purification and treatment process using 
advanced dual-membrane (microfiltration and reverse osmosis) and ultraviolet technologies. The Singapore 
Water Reclamation Study (NEWater Study) initiated in 1998 as a joint initiative between PUB and the Ministry 
of the Environment and Water Resources (MEWR). The primary objective of the joint initiative was to determine 
the suitability of using NEWater as a source of raw water to supplement Singapore’s water supply (a practice 
known as Planned Indirect Potable Use, or IPU). 
http://www.pub.gov.sg/water/newater/NEWaterOverview/Pages/default.aspx, accessed 01 Dec 2011.

2 C. J. W. L. Wee, 2009, Tang Da Wu and Contemporary Art in Singapore, The Artists Village: 20 Years On, 
Singapore Art Museum, Singapore, p. 19

By Khairuddin Hori
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Tang Da Wu returned to Singapore after his 20 years sojourn in London in 1987 
and founded The Artists Village, an artists’ commune in a farm in rural Ulu 
Sembawang in 1988. The Artists Village survives today as an art association and 
is well known for being the crucible out of which emerged some of Singapore’s 
most established contemporary artists such as Lee Wen, Amanda Heng, Vincent 
Leow, Tang Mun Kit and Koh Nguang How. Also in 1988, Chandrasekaran S., 
Salleh Japar and Goh Ee Choo, three graduates from the traditional Nanyang 
Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) staged Trimurti, a multi-cultural installation and 
performance art project based on the Puranic principle as personified by the 
Indic gods Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva. The NAFA is, as opposed to The Artists 
Village, an art school famous for its lecturers that formed the pioneering gen-
erations of modern Singapore artists such as Georgette Chen, Chen Wen Hsi, 
Cheong Soo Pieng, Lim Hak Tai and Chen Chong Swee. In 1990, The Substation, 
the first independent multi-disciplinary art space was established, helmed 
by theatre doyen Kuo Pao Kun. A year later, LASALLE graduates Suzann Victor 
and Han Ling together with NAFA graduate Susie Lingham3 founded 5th Passage 
Artists Ltd, a non-profit visual arts company whose activities would later prove 
crucial to the advancement of local contemporary art.

Briefly put, The Artists Village was organised as an artists’ commune with actual 
studio spaces that could be converted into temporary exhibition spaces4; 5th 

Passage Artists Ltd was a visual arts company run by artists; The Substation, 
a multi-disciplinary, independent (although state supported) incubation and 
presentation platform and Trimurti, a collaborative artist’s project and exhibition.

The four entities mentioned above and the artists associated with them are 
known for their forays into installation and performance art, both nascent art-
forms in the Singaporean art scene that was then mostly focused on modernist 
paintings and sculptures. In Singapore, it is installation and performance art 
that marked the contemporary turn.

The Artists Village for example, could be considered as a leader and influencer 
of performance art practice here, actively organising and presenting perfor-
mance art both at their premises in Ulu Sembawang and ad-hoc locations such 
as the National University of Singapore, Cuppage Terrace, The Paragon Shop-
ping Center and QU Art Society (Hong Kong) from 1989 to 1992. This includes 
events such as Second Open Studio Show, Art Mart, The Happenings 1 and 2 
(1989), The Time Show, QU Art Support II, The Care Show and Letter A (1990), 
National Sculpture Seminars 1 and 2 (1991 and 1992) and The Space (1992) an 
undertaking that could be seen one of the peaks of the commune’s activities 
at the now demolished Hong Bee Warehouse as part of the fringe programme 
of The Singapore Arts Festival.  

No less active was 5th Passage Artists Ltd and their collaborations with students, 
poets, writers and the less abled through projects such as Human Ethics for 
Animal Liberation, Our Expression and Legs – Seats of Thought (1991) and 
Heal Our Planet Earth, A Dialogue With Memory and Body Fields (1992). 

There were various performance pieces that stirred minor controversies and 
generated discussion and debate amongst members of the arts community 
prior to Brother Cane, a performance by Josef Ng on the New Year’s Eve of 1994 
that resulted in a 10-year no funding policy on performance art by the National 
Arts Council. In 1991, Tang performed Tiger’s Whip, a commentary on the use 
of tiger penises as an aphrodisiac in Chinese traditional medicine on Keong 
Saik Street, a street lined with Chinese medical halls and brothels in the heart 
of Singapore’s Chinatown. In 1992, as part of Body Fields, a year end event at 
the 5th Passage Artists space, Vincent Leow drank a cup of his own urine in 
Coffee Talk, a performance where he lamented the sacrifices that an artist has 
to make before being taken seriously by its public and where art frequently 
becomes an object of the maker’s own consumption5. In 1995, Tang performed 
an act of intervention during the visit of former President of Singapore, Ong 

3 Susie Lingham, 2011, A Quota On Expression: Visions, Vexations & Vanishings, Negotiating Home, History and Nation, 
 Singapore Art Museum, Singapore, p. 62

4 The Artists Village was only officially registered as an art society under the Societies Act in February 1992.

5 Artist urinates on stage, then drinks urine to make ‘statement’, The Straits Times, 
 Singapore Press Holdings,10 January 1993, p. 22



14 15

Teng Cheong at the Singapore Art ’95 exhibition in The National Art Gallery. In 
this performance, Tang asked for permission to put on his black jacket with 
the words ‘Don’t Give Money To The Arts’ emblazoned on its back while later 
handing a note to the president that read ‘I am an artist, I am important.’ This 
spurred the national newspaper to carry an article headlined “Pay more at-
tention to the arts: President”.6

As mentioned earlier, these performances were at times controversial highlights 
that ignited many discussions and debates on social morality and questioned 
the notion of contemporary art amongst the culturally diverse public and arts 
community in Singapore7. Despite the initial setbacks, performance art has 
survived its baptism by fire. Today, there are at least two key events focused 
on the presentation of performance art. Firstly, there is Future of Imagination, 
an international performance art event that recently completed its seventh 
installment. This event was “initiated as a test on the resumption of funding 
support (after) a 10-year proscription”8 and was founded in 2003 by artists 
Jason Lim, Lee Wen and Kai Lam. Second, R.I.T.E.S., “a non-profit event to 
platform new ideas and artists in sonic art, time-based and performance art-
related practices”9 was founded by Lee Wen and Kai Lam just over a year ago.

Performance art is an artform where the artist’s physical body and its actions 
are integral to the delivery of artistic intent. It was born out of a disregard for 
pedagogic training and traditional techniques such as those found in paint-
ing and sculpture; the preference was instead for a ‘live’, more immediate 
and direct expression. Performance art demands a shift in perception and 
engagement, both by the artist and its audience. As a ‘new’ artform in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s in Singapore, performance art was always easily 
seen as “anti-social behaviour and controversial attention-seeking”10 by the 

6 Pay more attention to the arts: President, The Straits Times, Singapore Press Holdings, 12 August 1995, Page 3

7 But is this really art?, The Straits Times, Singapore Press Holdings, 10 January 1993, p. 22

8 Lee Wen, Exchange, dialogue, sharing resources, connecting networks..., 
 http://infinitenada.weebly.com/artists-villagefoirites.html, accessed 1 Dec 2011

9 Lee Wen, ibid., acessed 1 Dec 2011

10 Lee Wen, Keep arts up with the times, letter to The Straits Times, Singapore Press Holdings, 
 19 February 1993, p. 53

state and general public11. The documentation of a performative act that can 
be considered faithful to its form and intent is problematic, so are the teaching, 
censuring and control of audience response and participation. The boundaries 
of performance pieces are erratically set, each time according to the disposition 
of the individual artist. It is a form that can be practiced and executed mini-
mally and in tight spaces, with the artist's body as tool. And an artist does not 
necessarily require a luxurious studio space filled with expensive production 
equipment to be a proponent of one. These minimal yet challenging demands 
of performance art is what makes the artform attractive to artists, particularly 
young and emerging ones, and those hailing from a historically young, socially 
restrictive, heavily constructed and space-constrained environment such as 
Singapore. As witnessed by Hou Hanrou in 1999, contemporary art in Singapore 
remains “marginalised and occasionally censured due to its lack of institutional 
infrastructure”. He further commented that the establishment of ‘alternative 
spaces’ for the arts in city ‘voids’ such as The Substation on Armenian Street 
offers its artists “feelings of freedom and encourage spontaneous actions and 
the pleasure of testing cultural, social and economic limits”12 and it is in these 
spaces that artists such as “Tang started their careers, with performances on 
the streets”13.

In the curatorial introduction of the exhibition The LASALLE School, Gunalan 
Nadarajan, then Dean at the Office of Research & Creative Industries at LASALLE 
College of the Arts described ‘the contemporary’ as having “a disposition to-
wards and attention to the exigencies and conditions of the present.” He noted 
the conflicted ‘western’ art historical baggage that many local and essentially 
‘eastern’ artists were expected to adopt as their own while later defending that 
“the contemporary art that has been propagated by and taught at the college 
has sought to equip the artists/art students with the practices and discourses 

11 Artist who performed ‘vulgar act’ arrested, The Straits Times, Singapore Press Holdings, 8 January 1994, p. 3. 
 The article reported the arrest of artist Josef Ng for committing an indecent act under Section 294 of the Penal 
 Code during his performance Brother Cane at 5th Passage Artists space as part of a week-long performance 
 event organised by 5th Passage Artists Ltd and The Artists Village. The report also cited the National Arts Council 
 as condemning the act, calling it ‘vulgar and completely disgraceful’.

12 Hou Hanrou, 1999, Transparency, complexity, void and action, City/Community: Singapore art today, 
 National Arts Council and National Heritage Board, Singapore, p. 12

13 Hou, 1999, ibid.
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that are immediately relevant to their creative production.”14 More recently, 
Director of Singapore Art Museum, Tan Boon Hui made four direct propositions 
for looking at contemporary art from Southeast Asia. They are as follows:

1. Art must have a purpose for society

2. The persistence of narrative and use of storytelling

3. Migration and dilemmas of identity

4. The embrace of tradition and the vernacular15

This, according to Tan, is in direct opposition to the ‘western’ notion of ‘art 
for art’s sake’ where pure art is separated from didactic, ethical or utilitar-
ian functions. Here is a clear rejection of any blind acceptance of a ‘western’ 
discourse. We understand that even in a largely immigrant, multi-cultural 
country like Singapore, the ethnic, Asian roots of its citizens, artists included, 
runs deep and can never be disregarded. Embedded within those Asian roots 
are relationships with the spiritual and divine, constructing the responsible, 
moralistic and cultured discernment that binds its communities.

French dramatist Antonin Artaud, upon seeing Balinese dancers ‘live’ at the 
Paris Colonial Exposition in 1931, authored The Theatre and Its Double seven 
years later and observed that “in a spectacle like that of Balinese theater there 
is something that has nothing to do with entertainment, the notion of useless, 
artificial amusement, of an evening’s pastime which is the characteristic of 
our theater. The Balinese productions take shape at the very heart of matter, 
life, reality. There is in them something of the ceremonial quality of a religious 
rite, in the sense that they extirpate from the mind of the onlooker all idea of 
pretense, of cheap imitations of reality.”16 Balinese theatre and dance, both 

14 Gunalan Nadarajan, 2004, The LASALLE School: 20 Years of Fine Arts from LASALLE-SIA College of the Arts,
 LASALLE-SIA College of the Arts, Singapore, p. 11

15 Tan Boon Hui, 2011, Four Propositions: Looking at contemporary art from Southeast Asia, Negotiating Home, 
 History and Nation, Singapore Art Museum, Singapore, p. 29

16 Antonin Artaud, 1958, On Balinese Theater, The Theatre and its Double, Grove Press, New York, p. 60

described by the same native verb sesolahan, consists of a combination of 
song, dance, music, drama and visual spectacle, and is at once embedded in 
tradition, is devotional and utilitarian. The choreography of various Balinese 
dances and theater pieces might have changed over the years but their roots 
and critical function, that of ‘spiritual utility’, have not. It is an excellent example 
of a refined Southeast Asian artform that facilitates Tan’s four propositions.

In today’s post Renaissance City Plan III17 contemporary art landscape of Sin-
gapore, artists are once again launching their careers by performing on the 
streets and ‘voids’ such as the ones Hou mentioned. As an example, This is 
Home (2010-2011) an installation by Shah Rizzal, a recent graduate of LASALLE, 
was performed in various pockets of the city such as public carparks, open and 
undeveloped plots of state land and corridors of unoccupied pre-war houses. 
On these spaces, the artist pitched a makeshift tent made of recycled pack-
ing materials barely large enough to house one person and stayed in them 
for several hours each time. He records these performances or actions that 
at times, attract the attention of the curious public including visits from the 
police. Although each performance is different, it carries the same message 
of migrant workers here in Singapore whose contributions are critical to the 
city’s economic progress, yet are often made to feel insecure and unwelcomed, 
even if a roof over their heads are provided for.

Shah’s performance embraces the non-conformist attitude, once again ques-
tioning “What is progressive art now?” as quoted at the beginning of this 
essay. Moving in isolation with ease and fluency, he bypasses the already 
hollowed landscapes of Singapore River and Chinatown and the utopian and 
herded ideologies and communal architecture of local artists of the 1980s. The 
contemporary in Singapore today although seemingly individualistic, is fluid, 
discerning, networked and technologically adept yet still culturally rooted and 
concerned with pertinent socio-cultural questions of the day.

• • •

17 Published and undertaken by Ministry of Information, Communication and the Arts in 2008, mapped out 
from 20 years of continual study, the series of Renaissance City plans and reports was prescribed “to 
transform Singapore into a Distinctive global City for the Arts, where arts and culture would make Singapore 
an attractive place to work, live and play, contribute to the knowledge and learning of every Singaporean, and 
provide cultural ballast for nation-building efforts”.
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Commentary about contemporary art from Asia often highlights the role of the 
artist as an agent of social engagement and protest, most popularly against 
the big bad monsters of oppression, inequality and capitalist domination. We 
like our Asian art loud, angry and sometimes mocking as in the cynical realist 
paintings of the Chinese ‘85 New Wave artists like Fang Lijun and Wang Guangyi 
or the neon saturated works of T.V. Santosh and Chintan Upadhyay from India. 
In the past decade, however, Singapore has produced a group of artists who 
have departed from the direct and more explicit provocations that character-
ised the late 1980s till 2000 period. The work of this group of younger artists, 
some of whom are included in this exhibition, is often challenging for two main 
reasons. Firstly, the lack of overt political content as expressed in the form 
of narrative or direct critique of society. Secondly, the difficulty in detecting 
any explicit cultural or social markers that define these works as originating 
from Singapore or Singaporean. This essay, however, speculates that among 
some younger artists, these tendencies mark a shift towards social critique 
that is increasingly refracted through the lens of the personal. In a sense, the 
political has become personal (and indeed could only make sense through the 
personal) and the withdrawal from ‘large’ statements does not mean an end 
to social critique.

The establishment of The Artists Village, the collective 5th Passage, the found-
ing of The Substation and the landmark Trimurti exhibition in the period from 
1988-1991 helped introduce conceptualist alternatives to painting into the 
artistic mainstream and wedded it to a clear sense of social engagement (see 

The Slow Burn:
Privatised Protest in Recent Contemporary Art from Singapore

By Tan Boon Hui

Vertical Submarine 
A View with a Room
2009
Installation
Variable dimensions
SAM Collection
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These works are also distinguished by the way that material, form and text have 
been used to generate layered meanings that also question the role and values 
of art and artistic representation. 

The close reading of singular artworks is here adopted as a strategy to tease out 
not causal relations but rather to sketch out possible heuristic or ideal types 
and tendencies, that could be used as the basis for understanding general 
trends in the development of contemporary art in Singapore. It is important 
to stress that although there might be temporal shifts or changes in emphasis 
at different points in history, at many times, the ‘grand gesture’ and ‘the slow 
burn’ occurred alongside each other.

In this installation, Self Portrait ( No More Tears, Mr Lee), the artist Jason Wee 
assembled 8,000 shampoo bottles caps and by opening or closing the cap tops 
formed an image of Singapore’s former Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew, which 
is best viewed from the bottom left corner of the installation. The artist speaks 
of this work as a pixelated image2. In this sense, like a computer pixel, the bot-
tle cap could be either open or closed and by arranging them in a deliberate 
sequence a clear image could be discerned. The reception of this seemingly 
glib and humourous work could however be changed when one realises that 
the image is actually modelled after the famous and much circulated television 
footage of Lee Kuan Yew, then Prime Minister, weeping on screen following his 
1965 announcement that Singapore was out of the Malaysian Federation and 
would henceforth be an independent country. What then is the intention of the 
artist, especially when we are told that the bottle caps could possibly be from 
that famous children’s shampoo. Added to this is also the realisation that this 
artwork shares the same name as the tagline for this famous shampoo ‘No 
More Tears’. Material, language and form amplify each other and create a work 
full of possibilities and alluded meanings. Is it satirical, is it reverential? Can we 
say that it is a work of social commentary, or rather, can we say that it is not? 
That local viewers who understood the Singaporean context from which this 
work arises from and is commenting on is clear judging from some of the public 
responses during its display at the Singapore Art Show 2009.

2 See artist statement in Art Buffet: Singapore Art Exhibition 2009, exhibition catalogue, 
 National Arts Council & Singapore Art Museum:Singapore, pp.59

Lingham: 2011 for an account). The most explicit expression of this new direction 
was in the vigour of performance art with its acts of defiance which flourished 
in the open until the much reported 1994 incident in which artist Josef Ng cut 
his own pubic hair in the work Brother Cane, resulting in an increase of restric-
tions on the artform. 

One of the most dramatic was Tang Da Wu’s public intervention at the Singapore 
Art exhibition in August 19951. Approaching then President of Singapore, Ong 
Teng Cheong, Tang wore a jacket emblazoned with the words ‘Don’t Give Money 
to the Arts’, while handing a note to the President that read ‘I am an artist. I am 
important’. Speaking later to the press, he explained that he wanted to impress 
upon the President that art is important and worth supporting, further that we 
should not just support art that was commercial and had no ‘taste’. 

This is not to say that this choice of direct provocative expression does not 
continue today but rather that new, more shaded and tentative voices have 
been added to those of pioneers like Tang, Amanda Heng and Vincent Leow. 
Indeed these pioneers still continue to produce urgent relevant work today, 
but they have also increasingly expanded into other non-performance genres.

In recent years, even with the loosening of restrictions on performance art, a 
group of young contemporary artists have focused their energies not on the 
grand gestures of defiance that performance art typifies but instead turned 
inwards towards coded and allusive works that need to be unravelled by a 
‘discerning’ audience. This has been accompanied by an increasing technical 
sophistication in the ability to build complex installations and video works, often 
seemingly stripped of local context and decipherable by any viewer outside the 
Singapore context. This essay looks at singular works by this group of artists 
including Jason Wee, Chun Kaifeng, Donna Ong and the artist collective Verti-
cal Submarine to suggest that instead of withdrawing into apathy, the sheer 
surface of these works, with their coolness and arch attitudes, often conceal 
a continued yearning for freedom and an acknowledgement of the costs and 
losses to culture and community that have been the price of modern Singapore. 

1 “Pay more attention to the arts – President”, The Straits Times, 12 August 1995
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and anaesthetisation of everyday life. The different objects in this work space 
represented by the limited chromatic range of colours, presents a certain 
psychologically-charged atmosphere. The work is meant as a reflection of the 
visual and material homogeneity of life in urban Singapore. If one looks closer 
and observes the carefully orchestrated placement of extrinsic objects, one 
will be able to notice that the work hints at a sense of forlornness and a desire 
for transgression in a carefully controlled environment.”

The work resonates with visitors on many levels, hinting at the darkness beneath 
the veneer of urban, sophisticated Singapore. The grey office, epitome of the 
white collar jobs many Singaporeans aspire to, is drab and monotonous. The 
work also restricts public access to the view through the glass window or a 
partial look through a half opened door. The secrets that lie within can never 
be fully revealed, try as we might. The use of grey, a colour functioning as a 
sign for the lack of colour, read life, also resonates with the use of this colour in 
theatre sets as the ideal ‘blank’ colour which can take any coloured lights that 
the lighting designer chooses to throw onto the stage. Grey, the non-colour 
that has the potential to take on any colour, thus speaks also of the yearnings 
of the urban alien, forever looking for the ‘real thing’ out there, beyond the 
cubicle. The visitor looking in through the single window thus comes from this 
world of real colour and life. The work asks, will we stay out here or enter into 
this blank grey room from which escape is not easily achieved.

A secret room also lies at the heart of the work A View with a Room by the 
artist collective Vertical Submarine. The three artists in the collective share a 
common love of reading and literature and much of their installations derive 
from a process of translating words into objects and their eventual translation 
into three-dimensional environments. In a room filled with their earlier works, 
the viewer encounters a wall of text derived from Western literature. Quota-
tions from Edgar Allan Poe, Alain Robbe-Grillet and Georges Perec describe the 
interior of a room. If one peers hard enough, a peephole can be found in a line 
of text through which a grey room can be discerned. Like the children in Narnia, 
only persistence and a child-like curiosity will enable the viewer to find his/her 
way through the wardrobe. Once through the wardrobe, the visitor navigates a 
paper room filled with typewritten text. This room is itself a reconfiguration of 
an earlier 2003 work Paper Room. Continuing on, the journey ends in a totally 
grey room. The room is truncated, like how an image is cropped at the edges 
of a photo frame. The objects in this room, a typewriter, literary texts and even 
the sickle and hammer-motif on the floor tiles hint at the preoccupations 
of the owner occupant of this room. On closer inspection, it becomes clear 
that instead of being a direct physicalisation of the western texts on the wall 

While the acknowledgement of context transforms our appreciation of No 
More Tears, in her installation Dissolution, the architecturally trained Donna 
Ong begins by attempting literally to strip context out of the artwork-to purify 
it of culturally specific understandings (Lingham:2009; p30). Taking thirty to 
forty examples of Chinese landscape paintings, she proceeded to cut out all the 
typical features - rocks, mountains, trees and huts - that made up these works 
by anonymous painters. These mutilated landscape parts, forcibly removed 
from their original figurations, were then spontaneously pasted and sandwiched 
between fortyfour acrylic sheets of varying thickness, then bolted together 
into a 3 - metre block. The physical layering of these landscapes introduces 
western perspective to the otherwise flattened world of the traditional Chinese 
landscape. Ironically, the three cameras mounted on the work’s plinth capture 
flattened images of the work. The resulting work is a decontextualised tableau 
that seems to be a strange homage to the Chinese landscape. 

For decades, the binary concepts of East and West , with all its value judge-
ments, have been deployed by the Singapore state and its representatives as a 
way to engender debate and policy about the future of Singapore culture and 
national identity. That this debate could never be so easily resolved one way or 
the other, is aptly hinted at by the title of Ong's work Dissolution. To dissolve is 
to lose one’s form, especially physical manifestation, into another. This work 
fails, even as its tries so hard to deny its origins. The flattened electronic im-
ages on the three monitors facing the installation in actuality capture only one 
physical reality of the work. Yet the whole is indeed greater than the sum of its 
parts, the beauty of the work does not seem to have been affected by all the 
attempts to focus on the materiality and indeed artificiality of the construc-
tion. East or West, East and West, or neither? As an artwork, Dissolution is in 
my opinion one of the most striking works in recent years that have engaged 
with this most Singaporean of fixations.

Chun Kaifeng’s mixed media installation He’s Satisfied from Monday to Friday 
and on Sunday He Loves to Cry won the Jury’s Choice in the last Singapore Art 
Exhibition 2009, a biennial survey exhibition organised by the National Arts 
Council and the Singapore Art Museum. The work adopts the format of the 
diorama but writ large. Viewers peer through a glass window into a grey room, 
seemingly that of an office worker, possibly a home office. Only upon closer 
observation, the presence of certain objects in this room raises the spectre of 
violence and danger.

The artist explains his work thus: “He’s Satisfied from Monday to Friday and 
on Sundays He Loves to Cry conveys an anxiety concerning the aesthetisation 
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outside, local elements have been incorporated in the process of giving birth 
to this room. The process of transforming text into action involves more than 
a simple act of translation but also creation.

Vertical Submarine’s work within a work, room within a room is a call to the 
imagination of the viewer. Indeed the title of the work, A View with a Room, 
recalling as it does the E.M. Forster novel with its themes of emancipation 
through a personal act of will, also hints at the artists’ belief in the power of the 
creative imagination to give birth to new realities. Literature and text need to 
be transformed by the viewer into action. By placing the viewer into the text, so 
to speak, Vertical Submarine’s work makes its demands clear (Tan:2009;p129). 
The earlier work displayed alongside this installation, DeComposition II also 
picks up the same themes. An AO sized book containing an original story with 
drawings is bound up and locked up, thereby making its contents unavailable 
to the viewer. The sole exception is during specified ‘performance’ times, when 
a sacred ritual is enacted to reveal the book’s contents to the viewer/audience. 
The use of language as a basis for visual art by Vertical Submarine ironically also 
highlights the difficulty of this development: we may literally be confronted 
with a new visual language ‘foreign’ to us, that requires interpretation and, 
hard work on the part of the viewer. At this juncture, we may be touching the 
roots of that view often expressed by members of the public as ‘Why is it so 
difficult to understand?’.

The work of this group of young contemporary artists therefore marks a turning 
away, or rather turning inwards of artistic energy. Even among the other group 
of artists featured in this exhibition who deploy elements of urban and street 
art, we need to question the gains and losses when public protest art enters the 
coded spaces of the gallery or institution, as they now seem to be around the 
world. Nadarajan (2007:21) has argued that criticality is an essential condition 
of contemporary art. Art as protest turns allusive and coded and gestures of 
defiance are increasingly wrapped up in a private language. Yet, as the readings 
in this essay attempts to show, criticality remains in the art. The sources of this 
shift are still unclear but possibly could be profitably compared with the rise of 
conceptual painters like the Jendela group in Indonesia in the post-Suharto period 
and the conceptual painters from the Philippines such as Geraldine Javier, Nona 
Garcia and Yasmin Sison. Further research would be needed to further sketch 
out these developments. 

• • •
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There’s No Place 
Like Home
The Performance of Identity in a Concrete Island Jungle

Singaporean filmmaker Royston Tan’s documentary Old Places captures distinc-
tive places in Singapore that are close to people’s hearts and memories that 
are increasingly disappearing from our landscape. “By collecting these images 
(of old places), it balances the sense of displacement people feel when familiar 
places disappear”1. As such places are endowed with meaning, the rapid evolving 
Singapore landscape resulting in the loss of many of such places means their 
loss is even more deeply felt by people2.

The notion of ‘place’ is a very powerful one. It is the stage and backdrop to all 
human activity. Given our culturally constructed lenses and frames, it is part 
and parcel of human activity, experience and discourse. Beyond that, however, 
in the most deeply seated myths and notions of landscape and place is the idea 
of rootedness – where ideas of home and belonging, of locality and identity, 
and of the social dangers of change and modernisation exist3, intricately and 
strongly tied to ‘place’.

1 Heritage is HIP, The Straits Times, 26 Nov 2011

2 Lianhe Zaobao (18 Dec 2011) ran a commentary by Zhang Zhuan Xin, who highlighted how Singaporeans 
who have returned from abroad felt displaced, needing time to adjust back to life in Singapore. Zhang noted 
that in a few short months, Singapore had lost the Tanjong Pagar Railway Station, Old School and Bukit Brown 
cemetery, which added to the sense that Singaporeans are losing our places of heritage. Zhang noted that 
Singaporeans have begun to show an interest in preserving our heritage and memories of such places, so as 
to build shared memories. Zhang opined that it was essential to have a shared memory in this fast changing 
world in order to create a sense of rootedness.

3  DeLue, R.Z. & Elkins, J. (ed), 2008, Landscape Theory, Routledge, NY, p.38 

By David Chew

Shah Rizzal
This Is Home
2010 - 2011
Artist Collection
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This difference between ‘site’ and ‘place’ is that of the quantitative versus 
the qualitative. Rather than simply measuring the physical world, looking at 
‘place’ measures the spiritual, political and moral qualities of a particular area, 
recording and representing the space and time of how the people in that place 
have lived their lives4.

Landscape is embedded in the practical uses of the physical world as nature and 
territory. But by further looking at landscape through political and legal contexts, 
what emerges from specific geographical, social and cultural circumstances 
is a site for the negotiations of social, economic, and political geographies (of 
territory, border, exchange), power relationships and subordination. Thus the 
spatial expression of one living in a particular territory is rooted in subjects 
such as land and the sea, untamed spaces, and urban skylines5.

More than just physical land or the marked territories of a country, the idea 
of ‘place’ when interlinked with memory, reveals a more abstract quality of 
a site that could be perceived as its (true) “culture”6. To do so would be to 

“excavate below our conventional sight-level of the physical to recover the 
veins of myth and memory that lie beneath the surface” - to reveal the power 
of social memory in shaping individual and social identities and its presence 
in the physical world7, 8.

‘Place’ thus becomes the site for the performance and expression of identities: 
a site for identity to negotiate with social, economic, and political geographies.

Performance of Identity in Place

In 2005, an exhibition titled islanded organised by the Institute of Contempo-
rary Arts Singapore featured 12 artists from different island-states, with the 
exhibition focused on the anxiety of the people living in such states. 

4 Cosgrave, D. (ed), 1999, Mappings, Reaktion Books, UK, pp.2-4

5 DeLue, R.Z. & Elkins, J. (ed), 2008, pp.18-20, 90

6 Ibid, 2008, p.163

7 Ibid, 2008, p.35

8 William Lim once noted that “a well-known saying in the architectural fraternity (is) that a nation gets the 
architecture it deserves” (Lim, 2004, p.31). Indeed, the social, economic, and political realms eventually 
manifest themselves in the physical.

As the exhibition curators noted, to be ‘islanded’ was the result not of natural 
forces but rather of a complex set of political, social and cultural mechanisms, 
often intricately linked to nation building. 

Early contemporary Singapore art by artists such as Tang Da Wu explored 
this, particularly with his seminal work Earthworks (1980). Through this work, 
Tang tried to capture the rapidly changing social and economic landscape of 
Singapore through its physical changes by hanging linen clothes in gullies in 
Ang Mo Kio, a rural site rapidly being transformed and urbanised into a public 
housing development site.

Future sites of contestation and negotiation in the Singapore landscape would 
be many, but well supported by her people, proof that the Singapore identity 
was (and is) in the making and being performed ever more so. 

The red-bricked National Library Building at Stamford Road, for example, was 
an institution for many that housed not only Singapore’s first free public library 
but also many fond memories that had to make way for the Fort Canning Road 
tunnel that leads from Stamford Road to Penang Road. It all started on 8 De-
cember 1998, when a letter to the Straits Times Forum page by a Kelvin Wang 
led to a passionate call from Singaporeans to save the red-bricked building, a 
debate that lasted some 7 years. Wang wrote: 

“Bras Basah has lost too many unique buildings already, and we should not lose 
the National Library because it would mean that Singaporeans will not only 
lose another part of their history, but also a part of what forms their collective 
memory, which helps make Singapore “home"".10 

While today, all that remains of the former red-bricked building are its “two 
wretched red pillars standing forlorn”11, support for the former building stands 
unwavered as well as the recognition of that point in Singapore’s recent his-
tory where a rare moment of civic activism tried to save a landmark building 
cherished by so many Singaporeans.

9 islanded exhibition catalogue, 2005, Institute of Contemporary Arts, Singapore
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One of the few ‘artist village’ enclaves in Singapore other than The Artist Village 
in Ulu Sembawang also had to make way for an economically driven project, 
to put an integrated resort and casino on Sentosa12. What was one of the few 
tranquil sites in Singapore for artists to creatively practice their craft, is now 
home to hotels, a casino, and a theme park. Not before the group of artists such 
as Milenko Prvacki, David Chan and Max Kong fought to keep the village alive. 

The Sea

By nature, an island completely surrounded by the sea, this and Singapore’s 
key location has featured as an integral point of influence in Singapore’s 
modern-day founding and current situation, from its origins as a fishing 
village to be founded by Sir Stamford Raffles in 1819 to the global port and 
metropolis it is today. Being an island, Singapore’s true territorial boundaries 
lie not on land but in our surrounding coastal waters. Such characteristics 
make the maritime territory one such site of negotiation and performance 
of identity for Singaporeans.

The island of Pedra Branca (white rocks in Portugese) located in the eastern 
entrance of the Singapore Strait between the Malaysian state of Johor and the 
Indonesian island of Bintan, which Singapore protested as lying within Malaysia’s 
borders in 1980 after the publication of a Malaysian map, reflects this13 . During 
the trial at the International Court of Justice between the two countries in Nov 
2007, the issue of defining a country’s sovereignty and right to rule were debated 
heatedly, especially in the expansive and indeterminate space of sea territory. 

Inside Outside (2005) by Charles Lim tries to encapsulate this. Lim’s photographs 
of water border markers taken around Singapore waters over a period of a 
week represent the real border of the nation, despite water around and under 
it flowing in and out. Especially for an island state, the defining boundaries of 

10 Kelvin Wang (8 December 1998). “Let’s not lose National Library”, The Straits Times

11 http://2ndshot.blogspot.com/2010/08/putting-heritage-right-at-old-national.html, accessed 5 Dec 2011

12 David Chew, 16 Oct 2006, Artists Village to be vacated to make way for Sentosa IR, TODAY Newspaper

the nation’s territory out at sea, he puts forth, does not just signal where its 
sovereignty ends – it also denotes the border that represents the line between 
belonging and foreignness, and the ever changing ebb and flow too of the nature 
of identity that is constantly in flux.

Displaced (2003) by Francis Ng, is a set of photographic prints of water shot 
up close, abstract and seemingly univeral, focusing on its relationship with 
the horizon. In actuality, the photographs were taken at cardinal points of 
Singapore with the artist immersing himself bodily to capture each shot. The 
fluidity of one’s relationship with the surroundings, occasionally with the threat 
of being engulfed, similarly puts forth the tension, fragility and sometimes 
confrontation of one’s ever evolving identity and place in the world.

The City

Another site of negotiation is the city itself. Developed rapidly since the na-
tion’s independence in 1965, the rapid urbanisation and modernisation of 
Singapore has transformed her physical landscape from kampong village to a 
concrete jungle made up of imposing high-rise modernist architecture. Tak-
ing place over several decades, this transformation, like many modern cities 
today, hasproven to be traumatic to the city’s inhabitants. Even after the dust 
settles and the skyscrapers take over the landscape, this site of negotiation 
becomes even more contested14.

The newly designated Marina Bay district, where the skyline is dominated by 
the distinctive shapes of the Singapore Flyer and Marina Bay Sands integrated 
resort adds to the Singapore skyline that already boasts symbols of economic 
success of the banking and financial centres. The Marina Bay Sands and the 
Singapore Flyer have also become sites of negotiation for the Singapore identity, 
trying to resolve the pursuit of an economic agenda and a spirit of pragmatism 

13 Sovereignty over pedra branca/pulau batu puteh, middle rocks and south ledge (Malaysia/Singapore), 
 (http://www.icj-cij.org), International Court of Justice, May 23, 2008.

14 Lim, W., 2004, Architecture, Art, Identity in Singapore – Is there life after Tabula Rasa?, Asian Urban Lab,
 Singapore, pp.27-30
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against the moral and the social15, to the point of some Singaporeans compar-
ing this to giving up the Singapore soul and moral fabric16, 17. The debate was 
fierce and heated, with the focus on bringing in tourists and high net worth 
individuals to boost the economy trumping all other arguments. If anything, 
the issue showed a newfound spirit of expressing one’s identity and place on 
the national level, which was acknowledged by journalists and ministers alike18. 

Chun Kaifeng’s sculptures ¥ € $ (2010) and The Ride of a Lifetime! (2010) are  
testament to the heated debates surrounding this newly designated enter-
tainment district of Singapore. ¥ € $, with its currency dollar signs, spell out 
the chorus of anticipation of money to be earned with its back splashed with 
paint, not unlike the marks made by loansharks that are left on doors for those 
who owe them money. Instead of exuding thrill and joy like most amusement 
park rides, The Ride of a Lifetime! instead gives the impression of a prison and 
a sense of melancholy. The monochromatic models, while deliberately made 
to be reminiscent of toys and playthings from childhood, belie sharp social 
critique, conveying the strong need for freedom and individuality in a dispas-
sionate society. Playing with the notions of truth and what the eye really sees 
is what Donna Ong’s installation of Crystal City (2009) is all about. The instal-
lation made up of inverted everyday glassware is magically transformed into a 
city skyline, a metaphor if anything for great cities like London and New York, 
where anyone with a dream ‘can make it big’. Yet that beauty is fraught with 
a certain fragility and danger – it can all crash quite easily and quickly. :phunk 
studio’s Eccentric City: Rise and Fall (2010) likewise comments on this fragility 
of cities and the aspirations and ambitions that they are built on, while Gerald 
Leow’s The Decline of Western Civilization (After Penelope Spheeris) (2010) 
questions what authentic culture is in a synthetic and constantly evolving world.

15 Dr Kenneth Paul Tan, 2004, Making the decision: Economics, Morality and the Public Sphere, IPS Forum on the 
 Casino Proposal

16 12 August 2011, Are we chasing the high net worth foreigners away?, 
 http://mysingaporenews.blogspot.com/2011/12/are-we-chasing-high-net-worth.html, accessed 10 Dec 2011.

17 14 Dec 2011, MBS and RWS casinos perfect spots for sleeping,
 http://www.straitstimes.com/BreakingNews/Singapore/Story/STIStory_744453.html, accessed 12 Dec 2011.

18 “I think this is a topic which has aroused considerable public interest and many people who have written in 
have expressed their views candidly and with deep conviction. At the national level I think Singapore is 
moving its discussion of national issues up one notch.” - Then Second Minister for Trade and Industry, Dr 
Vivian Balakrishnan, commenting on the debate before a final decision was made. 
(http://www.reach.gov.sg/Portals/0/File/Shaping%20the%20future.pdf), accessed 12 Dec 2011

Nature

Describing Singapore’s pristine orderliness and highly controlled state, many 
(including government officials and bodies) have used the metaphor of the well-
tended garden versus the wild rainforest, with the bonsai plant often being used 
as the ideal state to reach towards. Kwok Kian Woon’s essay on The Bonsai and 
the Rainforest: Reflections on Culture and Cultural Policy in Singapore notes 
the price for this order and structure – “social disciplining through a system of 
policing and punishment”19. Just as how Singapore’s luxuriant greenery in the 
urban landscape is “no accident”, neither is her success today. A good gardener, 
he notes, with all good intentions, curbs the growth of weeds and tends to 
the health of the plants; in some cases to protect saplings from the elements. 

The physical, natural landscape (on the decline in Singapore) has come to 
represent the tussle between an organic situation versus that which is state 
controlled and pruned. The lush, diverse (and wild) rainforests of the tropics 
(used as a metaphor for multi-culturalism by the late Kuo Pao Kun) contrasts 
against the bonsai, which is "the end product of Will versus Nature, the product 
of a controlled growth to represent an ideal aesthetic view of nature"20. Appro-
priating the wild amidst the orderly, nature and the wild outdoors have become 
a site for Singaporeans to express themselves against the structured concrete 
garden they live in, even if it is filled with 'creepy crawlies' and wild things.

The accidental and spontaneous in the wild can be seen in Ang Sookoon’s YOUR 
LOVE IS LIKE A CHUNK OF GOLD (2011) and Melissa Tan’s Under The Blanket of 
Bedrock (2011). Both works speak of chance accidents that might happen, while 
transforming the everyday into something quite extraordinary. Tan’s paper 
sculptures speak of how undue pressure can transform rocks into crystals, 
while something comforting and familiar like bread becomes the site for the 

19 Kwok, K.W., The Bonsai and the Rainforest: Reflections on Culture and Cultural Policy in Singapore in Tan, 
C.K. & Ng, T. (ed), 2004, Ask Not: The Necessary Stage in Singapore, Marshall Cavendish International

20 Ibid, pp.1-26 
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infusion of the strange into the familiar in Ang’s bread and crystal sculptures. 
But the wild does hold its horrors for those brought up in a well-manicured 
bonsai garden, as Ang’s work, along with Genevieve Chua’s After The Flood 
(2010) series of photographs, convey. The spontaneous growth of crystals on 
bread is sharp and menacing, despite its beauty, while Chua’s hand-painted 
photographs of secondary forest sites21 in Singapore conveys the fear of the 
unknown beneath the surface and what lies beyond the manicured lawn.

The works by the artists in Future Proof go beyond merely documenting and 
representing – through their works, the artists explore some of the contexts 
which have shaped both the nation’s identity and their own, visualising, concep-
tualising, recording and representing the space and time they live in. By taking 
measure of the world rather than just measuring it, these artists have tried to 
include the remembered, the imagined, and the contemplated, capturing the 
spiritual, political, moral and social elements of identity. 

•••

21 These sites of nature are of secondary forests, and not of primary forests, underlining the losing battle 
nature has as a site of negotiation in the context of urbanisation in Singapore. 
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Arrest warrant out 
for second MRT vandal suspect, 2010. 
Image from 
Channel NewsAsia report†         

When Marginality 
becomes Legitimacy
The emergence of young contemporary artists in Singapore

As globalisation increases its feat occupying public spaces with imageries of 
popular culture such as sensationalised advertisements, stastistical data and 
the vitality of emergent popular entertainments, there seems to be a need to 
reclaim the public’s attention and challenge the ownership of privatised public 
spaces to state one’s identity. A ‘thriving’ city should, according to Banksy, 
"belonged to everybody in the public; not just the estate agents and barons 
of big business"1. The aesthetic value judgment and the rules of inclusion and 
exclusion by dominant power structures are what makes images, objects or 
art visible – ‘legalised’ for public consumption. What started off as art from 
subcultures, has evolved to become cultural monuments irresistible to the 
fashion industries, advertising agencies, multinational corporations and the 
authorities. How art becomes legitimate from its radical nature needs to be 
studied – resonating Boris Groys’ statement that it should be understood as 
the result of a long battle for recognition2.

 1 Banksy, 2002, Existencilism. Weapons of Mass Distraction, United Kingdom, p. 39

2 Boris Groys, 2008, Art Power. The MIT Press, Cambridge, Masachusetts, United States of America, p. 14.

By Zaki Razak

† http://news.xin.msn.com/en/singapore/article.aspx?cp-documentid=4134543, accessed on 28 Dec 2011.  
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The subject of interest or the premise of this essay leading to the selected artists 
of Future Proof is to track their transitions towards a national acknowledgement 
or legitimacy in their artistic practices – to locate their points of marginality 
where at times, impassioned social vision were faced with rejection and deemed 
unpopular. These artists who maintain the state of constant alertness and 
perpetual willingness are not known to "proceed their progressive ideas with 
caution, afraid to overturn the apple-cart or anxious about upsetting fellow 
members"3. To paraphrase, they do not mind upsetting their audience who 
champion them as heroes for the signatured artworks which they are known 
for. The artists may be in a complicated struggle or in conflict with their own 
selfhood in publishing their newfound ideas out in the public sphere. However, 
citing what Edward Said commented on the seeming imperfection that its 

"invigorations and complexities make one the richer for it, even though it does 
not make one particularly popular"4.

The Transition of ‘Pop’ Culture

‘Pop’ culture, regarded as a social mirror, represents a variety of images which 
society seeks. It speaks of the current, the sophisticated and the trends in 
culture; herding the masses into its notion of art or ways of living through 
its blockbuster mediums such as advertising, MTV videos, video games and 
Hollywood films. Widely celebrated by the masses, while closely controlled by 
the global market and public relations industry, the disseminated images are 
meant to stamp on society’s forehead bearing a seal that says, Stop Thinking!

As popular culture keeps updating its trends, there lies an interest in seeking 
to study its composite – how groups of subcultures form the mainstream 
culture and how they have been accorded equal status within the realm of 
contemporary art. To break it down further, at which point does each sub-
culture becomes what society deems as legitimate. Currently in Singapore, 

3 Edward W. Said, 1996, Representations of the Intellectual. Vintage, New York, United States of America, p. 64.

4 Ibid, 1996, p. 23.

subcultures such as independent graphic design collectives, the underground 
music scene and particularly ‘graffiti art’ have made their way to the fore 
gaining public interest, often engineered by the public relations industry. 
The nexus of this industry which includes big-time corporations, award-
winning advertising agencies and the influential mass media keep churning 
images of trendy syles of illustrations, fashion outfits inspired from punk 
and heavy metal, and majestic pleasing murals. These images have been 
circulating repeatedly, updating themselves at a supreme rate and gaining 
public recognition or legitimacy with a huge expense – the public, relegated 
to the class of spectators are impaired with a certain blindness to what is 
contemporary and present5. 

The Culture of ‘Graffiti Art’

The legitimacy of ‘graffiti art’ in Singapore is exemplary as this subject of global 
phenomenon has gone through a considerable consciousness, opening up 
a horizontal view of its rejection, acceptance and ambivalence. The national 
media and recently, Shah Rizzal one of the the artists of Future Proof, have been 
documenting and writing on how this form of art traverses from the alleys of 
subculture to the acknowledgment of the city. From the rejection of the public 
during mid-nineties, the notoriety of the first arrest of the ‘Gang of Four’ in the 
year 20006 to the first national acceptance in 2002, there was indeed a ‘graffiti 
art’ boom during this period7.

Since 2005 till now, according to Rizzal, ‘graffiti art’ went through a state of 
renewal – the practitioners have blurred the differences pimarily due to the 
matured intellectuality of percepts and deliverances8. He was referring to the 
adaptation of the artform to galleries, councils and schools thus opening up 
possibilities towards a diverse dimension. This had happened almost a decade 
ago when proponents of ‘graffiti art’ such as Barry McGee, Futura2000, Lee 

5 Boris Groys, 2008, Art Power. The MIT Press, Cambridge, Masachusetts, United States of America, p. 20.

6 Shah Rizzal bin Wan Hussain, 2011, A Theory about Art in the Streets. Unpublished; the extended version to 
 a catalogue for the exhibition, Off the Wall by Fortune Cookies Project, p. 4.

7 Zaki Razak, 2007, Communicative, Provocative, Educative; The Concept of ‘Graffiti Art’ in Contemporary Urban  
 Spaces. Unpublished; dissertation for BA (Hons), The University of Huddersfield, United Kingdom, p. 7.

8 Shah Rizzal bin Wan Hussain, 2011, A Theory about Art in the Streets. Unpublished; the extended version to 
 a catalogue for the exhibition, Off the Wall by Fortune Cookies Project, p. 6.
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Quinones and Keith Haring were represented in renowned contemporary art 
platforms such as Venice Biennale and Documenta9. In Singapore practition-
ers such as Rizzal, TraseOne, Zero, SkopeOne, SlacSatu and Clog 2 have been 
presenting artworks off the streets, in pristine art galleries and institutions. 
This has invited sceptical commentaries to the essence of this form of art. 
It is definitely distinctive while these practitioners did not forget the streets 
which taught them to hear, see, paint and run10. Their oeuvres installed in 
a space seemingly foreign should not be seen as graffiti by nature but to be 
considered as artworks about graffiti and the possibilities around it11. 

 

Graffiti by nature as defined by McGee, apart from making marks, scratches 
or incisions on public surfaces, aims to maintain the energy created by the 
disturbance or excitement in the street, challenging the notion of ‘ownership’. 
When McGee translated his works in galleries and artspaces, he occupied 
them with installations of metal trays, lorries, cars, painted liquor bottles and 

9 See excerpt from an interview between Germano Celant and Barry McGee. The publication was printed on the
 occasion of the exhibition, Barry McGee at the Fondazione Prada, Milan, Italy, 2002.

10 Zaki Razak, 2010, Is This Home Truly?. Printed brochure for the exhibition, Is This Home Truly; 
 A Homecoming Showcase of ‘Graffiti Art’ in Singapore by Fortune Cookies Project.

11 Zaki Razak, 2007, Communicative, Provocative, Educative; The Concept of ‘Graffiti Art’ in Contemporary Urban  
 Spaces. Unpublished; dissertation for BA (Hons), The University of Huddersfield, United Kingdom, p. 53

‘Pop up’ Art: 
Love it… hate it, 2000. 
Image from 
The New Paper report, 
courtesy of Syco.   

No longer living 
on the fringe, 2002. 
Image from 
The Sunday Times 
report, courtesy of Syco.   

TraseOne, 
Need More Space, 2010, 
aerosol paint on canvas, 
140 x 40 cm.
Image courtesy 
of the artist.

congested sketches of portraitures. His installations reflect the melancho-
lia, humour and sensory overload of urban street life – a statement on the 
ephemeral nature of graffiti, which is heavily ‘replaced’ by the privatisation 
of public spaces. In my opinion, this is indeed distinctive on the definition of 
graffiti, (which is always perceived as a forbidden act) and how it could be 
translated artistically and critically on permissible platforms.

What is presented illegally on the streets and those presented in galleries 
and institutions should be mediated as a comparative framework against 
the contemporary mass media (which by far has emerged as the largest and 
most powerful machine for producing images) – while perceiving them as a 
connected whole, is to judge its aesthetics by locating and recognising the 
points of marginality and legitimacy. The same goes in tracing shifts from 
modern to contemporary art. Outlining the pattern, from the the "margins 
to the centre of visual cultures, from reactive radicalism to institutionalised 
normality"12, these multiple phases have created an awareness on the un-
derstanding of contemporary art – with the expense of inheriting complexity. 
True enough, the recent saga of the Swiss graffiti artist who painted on the 
Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) train has increased the ambivalence of the artform. 
I am quite certain, at current, the public or class of spectators are bewildered 
at the authenticity of the artform: Is it ‘graffiti art’? Is it vandalism? Or are 
they contented that the outcome is concluded and emphasised by the media 
as merely the breaching of security? 

The escape from complexity and incapability of dealing with it widen the gap 
of understanding, and the transition between the marginality and legitimacy 
of graffiti art. The marginal nature of the artform, which progressed to the 
level of national acknowledgment, ought to be critically analysed. By stay-
ing definitive, habitual or conventional, it has sustained the dictatorship of 
contemporary taste. 

12 Terry Smith, 2011, Contemporary Art; World Currents. Laurence King Publishing, London, United Kingdom, p. 9
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The Artists and Me

It is indeed a privilege to write about the selection of artists of Future Proof 
whose backgrounds resonate with mine. The parallel paths we shared loosely 
represent the topology, journey, wanderings or inter-crossing of disciplines 
towards understanding ‘contemporary art’. My journey traversing graphic 
design, graffiti/street art and contemporary art signifies a motif that not only 
repeats but settles comfortably at respective disciplines in the spirit of inquiry 
for greater knowledge of the world. There is no doubt that I have received cold-
shoulder and at times, tauntings from the canons of respective disciplines. While 
crossing over each discipline, the legitimacy of my artworks was questioned 
and there I was, at different phases of my destination, a marginal figure as if 
in exile – "always moving away from the centralising discipline towards the 
margin, perhaps seeking for a change, to moving on, not standing still"13.

From the Alleys of Subculture

Known by their prolificacy on the streets, from the depth of Singapore’s drain-
age to the bountiful traffic posts, Speak Cryptic, Rizzal and Clog 2 are touted to 
be representatives of progression in Singapore’s street art scene-progression 
which refers to the maturity in their articulation of ideas in relation to the 
pressing issues of the region and the world. 

This Is Home (2011) is an ongoing performative research project by Shah Rizzal 
reflecting the definition of ‘home’ in its physical and psychological terms: the 
presupposed space of comfort tagged with emotional attachment, could this 
standard of perfection exists in all classes of society? Perhaps of paramount 
significance to Rizzal, the ‘home’ that we reside, could it also be deemed as 
foreign or alienating? Dwelling on the fragility of ‘home’ which has turned out 
to be a conflicting consequence, Rizzal adds another layer of context as he 
refers to the foreign workers who built our ‘homes’: reflecting the inferiority 
of their lives and living conditions. 

13 Edward W. Said, 1996, Representations of the Intellectual. Vintage, New York, United States of America, p. 64 14 Zaki Razak, Age of Decadence. Essay for printed brochure of exhibition, 
The Resistance Movement: Street Art Revisited curated by Razi Razak and represented Taksu Gallery, Singapore. 
http://taksu.com/images/Articles/exhibitons/taksu-2011-trm-ecatalogue.pdf

Ka-khé (2011) is a fresh set of research by Speak Cryptic from ground zero. What 
used to be commentaries about the ambivalence between a personal standpoint 
and the consciousness of being a product of the environment in a universal context 
has reverted to an existentialist approach. Still utilising the schema from Speak 
Cryptic’c previous oeuvres, Ka-khé is an inception, a yearning manifestation 
in inquiring the Baweanease culture – aiming to pry its etymology, history and 
linguistic. A tribute to Speak Cryptic’s late grandfather, Ka-khé is an amalgama-
tion of texts, symbols and characters recollected from memory as well as from 
current research datas, emblematising the dawn of another conscious phase in 
investigating the authenticity in one’s ethnicity. 

Clog 2 abandons the superficial beauty of his art and searches deep for spiritual 
reasoning, seeking the ‘truth’ buried under the edifice of worldly materials and 
desires. The swift calligraphic strokes of broad gold paint on the seemingly 
tainted black canvases are the first five verses extracted from chapter eighty-
two of the Holy Quran entitled Al-Infitar (The Cleaving Asunder). The verses, a 
revelation for mankind foretold a descriptive account of the physical world, 
which will be destroyed – it is the end of the present order of things – that the 
accolades of the probational world will be seen to have been merely fruitless14. 

From the Fame of ‘Pop’ Culture

Familiar entities in Singapore’s popular culture; one holding the hallmark of 
the foremost design collective and the other, a promising emergent for his 
works of exhaustive yet exquisite juxtaposition of images from global popular 
cultures, :phunk studio and Mojoko enter Future Proof, dressed down from 
their usual ‘explosive’ selves. 

Eccentric City: Rise and Fall (2010) is :phunk’s collaborative project with their 
idol, Japanese artist Keiichi Tanaami, one of the foremost artists during Japan’s 
countercultural movement of the 1960s. In this collaborative piece, it seems 
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both had a mutual agreement to minimise the emphasis of the illustrations, 
which are known to be the locus of their artistic practice, and shifted the ‘gaze’ 
of the aesthetics on the rhythmic structure of the installation. The majestic 
formation of 160 suspended Tatebanko paper sculptures and countless crushed 
ones laid beneath, leading to a substantial heap, centralizes the conflict be-
tween the ‘beautiful and the decay’ of cities. To further widen the context and 
framework, disclosing a part of their philosophy and streams of consciousness, 
video works by :phunk and Tanaami are projected onto two large books placed 
on both sides of the installation. Eccentric City: Rise and Fall through installation 
art, impactfully present the scene, the context and the strategy with a degree 
of openness for the audience to participate within the circulation of the space. 

The ‘found imageries’ from Mojoko’s works, usually paraphernalias collected 
from his travels around the globe and the Internet provide commentaries, and 
in my opinion, are subtle attacks on the consequence of globalisation – the 
image overdose of popular cultures, which could lead its ardent audience to a 
loss in translation. No One Can Save Us (2011) could be the perfect ‘Christmas 
gift’, the giving of the dire consequence of globalisation. The site-specific 
sculpture of the melting superhero, whose presupposed notion depicts power 
and hope, gives way to the impact of global warming. The pictorial sculpture 
that transcends all language barriers admonishes an outright crucial message 

– the death of the superhero, humanity and the world.

Speak Cryptic, 
Ka-khé, 2011, 
concept visuals. 
Image courtesy 
of the artist.

Analysing a Culture

The basis of Gerald Leow’s painting, Iron Maiden (2010) and sculptures, The 
Decline of Western Civilization (After Penelope Spheeris) (2010) pays homage 
to one of the series of documentaries directed by Penelope Speeris entitled 

‘The Decline of Western Civilization Part 2: The Metal Years.’ The metal sculpture 
of raw finish bearing the logo that spells ‘anthrax’, a heavy metal band which 
gained its fame in the 80s, pins its weight on a tiny rubber doll portraying 
Leon Lai, touted to be one of the ‘Cantopop Four Heavenly Kings’. It is a critical 
commentary on western dominance also known as the undisputed weight of 
history which omnipresently influences the world, often superseding that of the 
East or ‘Asianness’. In Leow’s opinion, the utilisation of iconic ‘found objects’ 
from popular culture for Iron Maiden and The Decline of Western Civilization 
(After Penelope Spheeris) could also be seen as paradoxical – the seeming 
similarities and differences which either are complementing or opposing each 
other representing the state of our contemporary times. However thriving the 
celebrity status of Leon Lai, it is undeniably inevitable to stomach the ‘might’ 
of the western logo.

Heralding his first national acknowledgement as an artist with no background 
in the arts, Leow is an apt marginal figure who fits Said’s representation of an 
intellectual: someone who visibly represents a standpoint of some kind, and 
someone who makes articulate representations to his public despite all sorts 
of barriers15. The standpoint of some kind refers to the prevalence of colonial 
ideology that attempts to construct a homegeneous and negative influence 
on society.

15 Edward W. Said, 1996, Representations of the Intellectual. Vintage, New York, United States of America, p. 12.
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Conclusion

This analysis seems to correspond to the point where art is deemed as ‘modern’. 
Not in terms of its superficial definition (stylistically current) which is familiar 
to the class of spectators of popular culture, but where their artistic practices 
generate a "radical break with the past, to erase, to destroy, to achieve a zero 
point of artistic tradition"16 – embracing their respective ‘self-conflicts’ for a 
better understanding of the ‘self’ and its relation to the world. Speak Cryp-
tic, Rizzal, Clog 2, :phunk studio, Mojoko and Leow are undergoing a critical 
transition – either the recognition of a radical break from the comfort zone 
of their traditional image or the lukewarm reception due to the destruction of 
the celebrated past. 

With the legitimacy of previous canons of ‘art markers’, what could be rep-
resentative of a system that establishes a regime of equal aesthetics for all 
artworks or a system which mediates the fundamental equality between all 
visual forms and media17?

The system which has been acknowledging the battle for legitimacy, pro-
viding the comparative framework for the class of spectators who are 
impaired with blindness to what is present and contemporary and cham-
pioning artists of marginal nature, is the museum. In order to resist the 
dictatorship of contemporary taste, the museum, be it primitive, modern 
or contemporary, is duly needed where the ‘might’ of mass culture can 
be critically compared. The museum not only preserve historical memory, 
it also facilitates the audience to compare between the old and new, past 
and present. When images of mass culture go out of fashion, we can still 
rely on the museum to serve us with the comparison which enables us to 
analyse what is alternative, new and contemporary.

• • •

16 Boris Groys, 2008, The Topology of Contemporary Art; an essay from 
 Antinomies of Art and Culture: Modernity, Postmodernity, Contemporaneity, edited by Terry Smith, Okwui 
 Enwezor and Nancy Condee. Duke University Press Books, Durham, United States of America, p. 71

17 Boris Groys, 2008, Art Power. The MIT Press, Cambridge, Masachusetts, United States of America, p. 14
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YOUR LOVE IS LIKE A CHUNK OF GOLD
2010
Bread, monoammonium phosphate 
Variable dimensions
Artist Collection

Ang Sookoon

Bread is something common to all of us. We see it everywhere and might find 
it difficult to imagine a diet without it. However, the spiky crystals on YOUR 
LOVE IS LIKE A CHUNK OF GOLD render the comforting food item unnatural and 
somewhat menacing. The piece of bread becomes a site for the infusion of the 
strange into the familiar. For Ang acts as an oxymoronic object of comfort and 
pain that mirrors the ups, downs, joys and sufferings of romantic love. Ang’s 
use of crystals questions our perception of love. It alludes to the power of love 
to change us from within and our faith in its ability to conquer all adversity. 
Our desire to understand and grab hold of love makes us return to the same 
stories in our head over and over again; we speak the words once more just 
to feel them on our tongue. For something so much discussed, the concept 
of love completely eludes us.
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The Consequence
2011
Wooden furniture, light devices
Variable dimensions
Artist Collection

Angela Chong

The artworks of Angela Chong focus very much on light and the different effects, 
emotions and illusions it is able to bring out. The Consequence is a site-specific 
installation piece that draws on 8Q’s history as a former secondary school. 
The lighting, fallen chair and mess on the teacher’s table makes an allusion 
to the ghostly lingering presence of an imagined character who abandoned 
his desk after reading about the tragic death of a thirteen-year-old boy. This 
installation attempts to suggest a profile of the imagined character—most 
likely a teacher—and provide subtle references to the events leading up to 
the boy’s suicide. Based on an actual news article from our local newspaper, 
this piece encourages the viewer to question who should be held responsible 
for the loss of a life in a suicide.
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After the Flood #1, #10, #11, #12 
2010
Hand-coloured photographs
52 x 77 cm, 52 x 231 cm
SAM Collection

Genevieve Chua

Genevieve Chua’s works explore the fear of the unknown and often involves 
the appropriation of Southeast Asian horror towards new narratives. After 
The Flood is hypothesized as a large expanse of space that has settled after 
the hypothetical 50th flood that would have hit Singapore. It is an ecosystem 
that consists of the most resistant of plants in the secondary rainforest, the 
Adinandra Belukar in Singapore. The monochromatic photographs are pains-
takingly painted with multiple layers of watercolour by the artist, creating a 
haunting and unreal atmosphere in an otherwise mundane everyday scene 
that one commonly encounters at the margins of forested areas in Singapore.
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¥ € $ (Edition 1/2)
2010
Wood, perspex, weatherproof emulsion paint and acrylic airbrush paint
62 x 64 x 42 cm 
SAM Collection

Chun Kaifeng

Chun Kaifeng’s replica of the Marina Bay Sands integrated resort is by no means 
intended to be a straightforward tribute to the latest addition to Singapore’s 
skyline. It is a sharp reminder of the social repercussions of the introduction of 
casinos to Singapore, an issue which occupied the front pages of the national 
newspapers for a long time before the casinos were constructed. Much of this 
active debate and discussion over the consequences that the casino would 
have on Singapore’s social fabric has been silenced by the shiny, awe-inspiring 
buildings. Chun revives these issues with his gleaming stains that mark the 
cold and colourless models of Marina Bay Sands. As each of the three iconic 
sloped structures of the building is crowned with a different currency sign that 
together spells out an emphatic ¥ € $, a chorus of commercial and capitalist 
interests chimes in anticipation of all the money to be earned. The backs of 
these pristine buildings, however, have been vandalised with large splotches 
of paint; a literal stain on what would otherwise be an impressive and iconic 
cityscape. The paint blotches are similar to the signature splotches of paint 
that loansharks leave on the doors of their debtors’ homes. 
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The Ride of a Lifetime! 
2008
Wood, perspex, weatherproof emulsion paint and acrylic airbrush paint
84 x 66 x 52 cm 
Private Collection

Chun Kaifeng

Chun’s delicately crafted structures and miniatures are very much involved 
with the concept of territory and what it is that distinguishes a private space 
from a public one and our anxieties towards them. They have powerful meta-
phorical associations with the dire need for freedom and individuality in a 
contemporary society where people are getting pulled into the vortex of the 
corporate world and growing increasingly dispassionate. Should there be less 
of a distinction between private and public spaces? The greys and blacks of The 
Ride of a Lifetime! add a sense of melancholy to the structure which stands 
devoid of life or human presence. Instead of exuding thrill and joy like Ferris 
wheels normally do, Chun’s Ferris wheel almost resembles a prison. Are the 
current regulations we have set in place keeping us safe or pushing us further 
and further onto the brink of social alienation?
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The Asunder (detail)
2011
Oil on wood panels
370 x 290 cm
Artist Collection

Clog 2

“When the heaven is cleft asunder; And when the stars have fallen and scattered; 
And when the seas are burst forth; And when the graves are turned upside 
down”, these are verses extracted from Surah Al-Infitar in the Quran, the 
Muslim holy book. The title The Asunder, borrowed here by the artist, describes 
a changing landscape that would signal the nearing end of all humanity. The 
phrase ‘when the seas are burst forth’ suggests the heightened occurrence 
of natural disasters such as the tsunami, is an example of such a landscape. 

Clog 2 has been active in the local street art scene and is regarded as amongst 
the most respected by his peers. Mostly working in the urban landscape, Clog 
2 relates to the environment, the changing face of society and his place and 
future in it through a reflection of his Islamic faith.
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Iron Maiden
2011
Oil on Canvas
152.4 x 304.8 cm 
Artist Collection

Gerald Leow

Singapore is an extremely culturally and religiously diverse city and has become 
even more so with recent patterns of globalisation. Media and entertainment 
comes from all over the world now, not just locally or from the United States, 
and has had a large part to play in the shaping of different values and the con-
struction of alternate points of view that seem to contradict with traditional 
modes of thinking. It has been said that as a result of these trends, there now 
exists a generation confused about its true identity and roots. A response to 
American screenwriter Penelope Spheeris’ documentary film of the same title, 
these artworks explore the concept of cultural authenticity with respect to the 
Singaporean. If by Leow culture is a dynamic and constant state of flux, then 
what is an “authentic culture” and is it still relevant in this new synthetic era? 
Leow looks at two diverse forms of music cultures, heavy metal and Chinese 
karaoke music, and how these two forms which first arose underground and 
was part of the alternative was eventually embraced into the mainstream.
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Gerald Leow 
The Decline of the Western Civilization (After Penelope Spheeris)
2010
Mild steel, Found Figurine
101.6 x 274.3 x 7.6cm 
Artist Collection
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Inside Outside
2005
Photographs & ship radio connection
Variable dimension
Artist Collection

Charles Lim

Being a small island state, Singapore has always had to deal with issues regard-
ing her lack of land. Unlike many other countries, it does not have the luxury 
of large green pastures stretching far and wide. To deal with this shortage of 
space, it constructs its living and working spaces high above ground and more 
recently, even below ground. Because these spatial constraints are so much a 
part of their lives, Singaporeans have become very conscious of boundaries and 
distinctions; perhaps too much so. The constant need to always be able to define 
a space — cultural, social, or otherwise — could have immense ramifications 
on the way Singaporeans view themselves as individuals and as a nation. While 
the boundaries of a country are often taken to be its shoreline, the truth is that 
this border is in fact an imaginary line that lies far out at sea; an imaginary line 
that we materialise with sea markers. The sea markers lie still while the water 
moves freely beneath it. There the artist suggests that perhaps these borders 
we have drawn for ourselves over the years are not as static and unyielding as 
we make them out to be.
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The Torture Garden 
2011
Video
3’ 35”
Andipa Contemporary Collection

Lynn Lu

Lynn Lu is an installation and performance artist whose practice treats the 
conscious and feeling human body as the primary vehicle through which we 
come into contact with the world. We perceive and repackage meaning around 
us and possess a phenomenological relationship with our surroundings. Lu 
engages deeply with the concept of the present in many of her works and this 
often manifests in the creation of relationships between herself and her audi-
ence as well as interaction between the audience members themselves. In her 
performance, Lu and her partner pass a long silk ribbon, printed with quotes 
from Octave Mirbeau’s The Torture Garden, back and forth between their lips, 
meeting occasionally in a kiss. The words of Mirbeau’s text are thus literally 
passed from one mouth to another and read in the manner in which one would 
a Chinese scroll. As a response to Mirbeau’s description on how some classical 
Chinese literature references flowers as sexual metaphors, Lu draws upon these 
soft, dreamy, yet intoxicating nature of flowers to produce a performance piece 
that celebrates their quiet yet deeply symbolic life.
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No One Can Save Us
2012
Polyfoam, paint & varnish
300 x 240 x 100 cm
SAM commission

Mojoko + Eric Foenander

Mojoko was born in Iran, grew up in Hong Kong and is now based in Singapore. 
He enjoys employing social commentary of mankind’s excessive dependence on 
gadgets and technology in his art practice. Using refreshing and unconventional 
mediums, Mojoko expresses himself through sculpture, fashion, publications and 
guerilla exhibitions. No One Can Save Us is the result of a collaboration with graphic 
designer Eric Foenander. The design of this pictorial sculpture, an icon from popular 
culture that is familiar to many, is inspired by the exhibition’s title Future Proof. It’s 
visual representation transcends language barriers, admonishing an outright, crucial 
message—the death of the superhero or the false idol, our sense of humanity and 
the natural world, all due to the society’s endless strive for perfection and lust for 
the material. From a toy or comic character, the superhero transcends its form and 
is used here as a metaphor for our fascination and blind faith to phenomenas and 
objects that seem great. No One Can Save Us affably reminds us that the superhero 
is not immortal after all nor is it as ‘super’ as it is thought to be. And we should be 
cautious not to become the frivolous superhero toy which we worship.
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Thirty-one Kinds of Wonderful 
2011
Paper, photograph, felt, wool, cotton, fleece, linen, metal, soapstone, 
porcelain, glass, wood, resin, acrylic, plastic, ink, confetti
Variable dimensions
Private & Artist Collections

Dawn Ng

After she moved to Paris a year ago, Ng began feeling physically and emotion-
ally lost in the new city, inspiring her to embark on the month-long project, 
Thirty-one Kinds of Wonderful. She decided to create one piece of art every day 
to cope with the mundanity of her daily routine. Each artwork is a handcrafted, 
one off edition made of items gathered from Parisian flea markets. Ng found 
this art-making process to be a therapeutic distraction from the disconnec-
tion and anxiety she felt while in Paris. Focusing very much on the wonder of 
the everyday as well as the beauty of spontaneity and imagination, Ng made 
one ‘wonderful thing’ every day for 31 days and as a result managed to see and 
capture her life in Paris in an entirely different way.
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Displaced 
2003
C-Prints
126 x 126 cm each
Edition 5 of 5 
SAM Collection

Francis Ng

Francis Ng is very much inspired by Singapore’s urban landscape and how the 
city-scape can influence and shape the mindsets of the people who inhabit 
it. The uniform, regulated design of HDB flats stresses conformity, integration 
and self-containment. The tall and shiny office buildings in Raffles Place, for 
example, tower overhead and speak of luxury and success. Singapore is con-
stantly making changes to her surroundings with renovation and up.rading 
works; displacing and marginalising the old for the new. To Ng, there is a very 
significant relationship between physical and mental spaces. Any change made 
to the physical will undoubtedly spark off a change in the mental—that is the 
modernisation of ourselves and our surroundings. The red tint of the artwork 
as well as the lighting is strikingly unnatural and places us in a somewhat un-
comfortable environment, representing the artificiality of the high-rise and 
communal urban spaces that have been constructed for us. In making this 
artwork, Ng immersed himself in another physical surrounding that is unique to 
the nature of Singapore being an island – the sea. Taking these photographs at 
the cardinal points of Singapore, Ng immersed himself into the sea, facing the 
risk of being consumed by the immense body of water around him. To him, the 
work is an exploration of the relationship between the self and his surroundings.



76 77

Crystal City
2009
Glassware
Variable Dimensions
Artist Collection

Donna Ong

For Donna Ong, our eye is the one ticket into a realm of suspended belief. Fa-
vouring miniature installations over ‘life-sized’ ones, she believes that the eye 
alone, rather than our whole body, is more likely to be able to bring us into an 
alternate psychological reality. The use of everyday glassware in Crystal City 
does more than just bring out the beauty of everyday objects—it deals with 
early 20th century notions of representation while at the same time paying 
tribute to child-like imagination. Rather than disguising the glassware to hide 
them from what they are, Ong focuses on their arrangement and thus creates 
two conflicting images. What we look at is an assortment of bottles, but what 
we see is the breathtaking skyline of a glass city. Who is to say the imagined 
is not real? Truth and meaning are contingent. Things are not necessarily only 
as they are; they are also what they seem. 
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Justice, Theatre no. 12
2011
Oil and alkyd on aluminum panel 
166 x 117 cm 
Artist Collection

Ruben Pang

Unlike many artists who allow a vision of their final product to guide their 
process, Pang employs an intuitive method of painting. He allows the very 
act of creation itself determine, one brushstroke at a time, his final product. 
Pang alternates between applying paint and removing it with sandpaper. This 
creates a fluctuation between impulse and intention; each layer reflecting 
both development and destruction within itself. Painting with 21st century 
artistic notions in mind, Pang’s paintings seek an alternate stimulant in 
this finite, exhausted world. He chases after imagination and revels in the 
prospect of rediscovering the element of wonder, the product of this chase 
made material in his painting.
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Eccentric City: Rise and Fall 
2010
Tatebanko paper box structures with video installation
Variable dimensions
SAM Collection

:phunk studio (in collaboration with Keiichi Tanaami)

This installation consists of Rise, a floating city, which has over 160 Tate-
banko with pyramid structure and Fall, a scattered ruins of the city, which 
made of countless pieces of crashed Tatebanko. The perception of the city 
was separated into the Tanaami side and the :phunk side. Strange-looking 
creatures wriggling around on the surfaces of the Tatebanko are glued back-
to-back like the double-faced mythical god Janus and float precariously in 
the viewer’s line of sight, ultimately depicting the tragic disintegration of the 
future as a result of the disunity of the two factions. Eccentric City draws on 
many aspects of popular and youth culture, ranging from Japanese manga 
and anime to British indie music. 
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Bliss
Site-specific installation & performance at No.8 at 8Q
SAM commission

Rizman Putra

Starting out as a visual artist, Rizman Putra always believed that painting would 
be his career. However, after developing an interest in performance, things 
started to change for him. From performance he ventured into performance 
art, then contemporary dance, and finally to theatre. During this process, Putra 
began to realise that the human body was more than just anatomy; it was a 
powerful tool that had the potential to express a whole range of unadulterated 
emotions. In Bliss, Putra reflects upon the attainability of happiness and con-
tentment, using his body as a vehicle through which this euphoria manifests 
in sensory terms. What does it mean to feel true ‘bliss’? Is it a destination to 
which we are led via our experiences and knowledge, or a state of being we 
choose to dwell in? The association of happiness with Bliss is seen in the way 
the Sanskrit word ‘bliss’ translates to sukha, (suka as we know it in Malay) or 
‘like’ in English. This performance is an exploration based on the Malay word 
ajar or ‘teach’, and explores the various linguistic affixes surrounding the word. 
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Hall of Mirrors
2011
Clock mechanisms, receipt printer with computer programme
Variable dimensions
Artist Collection

Bruce Quek

Living in the digital age, with news and information being continually blasted 
from every direction, there now exist countless outlets for the transmission 
of information. It is precisely this ease of broadcasting and exchanging of 
information which Bruce Quek wants to explore, that which has conjured 
into existence a massive cloud of information and data that looms above our 
heads, getting bigger and bigger with each passing day. The sheer volume of 
information that circulates not only strips each subsequent fact or figure of 
meaning and personal experience but also numbs us from the effect it could 
potentially have. Every statistic becomes but a lone number in an endless sea 
of data that we no longer know how to react to. Quek’s installation tries to 
humanise this anonymous sea of data, injecting some of that life back into the 
idea of ‘information’ by engaging us on a personal level, encouraging viewers 
to reflect upon the nature of the knowledge we receive. Each clock in the 
installation represents a statistic that changes with each passing minute, their 
melodious chimes reflect harmony and how the information age creeps up 
on us slowly but eventually manages a steady grip on our lives. Upon exiting 
his installation, visitors are presented with a slice of what has happened to 
humanity in the time they were there.
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Look No Further
2012
Site-specific installation at 222 Queen Street
SAM Commission

Ryf 

Gone are the days where we equip ourselves only with basic tools for food, 
shelter and protection. We are no longer scavengers of materials to build these 
tools but instead inventors of new mediums that do it for us. Mechanical devices 
are mass produced and are so readily available that they are no longer just a 
simple necessity in our lives. We depend on them. They enrich our lives with 
their abundant capacities but at the same time restrain us within the pillars of 
technology—the very pillars that shape but blind our society.

Look No Further is an assembly of anonymous and headless bodies atop a 
building, all looking towards one direction into nothingness. It reminds us of 
the hollowness of our contemporary pursuits. Here, ‘the machine’ is missing 
or in other words ‘lost’, just like the people who are dependent on them.

The installation reminds us of how we have become drones who latch on to 
technology for its temporal escapism. We are slaves that conform not to the 
spiritual essence of a higher power but to a force that drives technological 
innovation that we ourselves create. Often we are no longer able to hold 
our heads up high.
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Shah Rizzal

‘Home’ is a comforting word to all of us. It is where we return to the people we 
love after a long, hard day. We feel accepted and loved. In a broader context, 
home is where we feel a sense of belonging and inexplicable attachment. Sin-
gapore has always drawn on this concept in her nationalistic slogans; and for 
good reason. Despite her immense transformation over the last few decades, 
Singapore has managed to retain her little communities whereby citizens care 
deeply for one another. For many of us, this is indeed home. However, there 
are many people, specifically migrants, who do not experience such warmth 
and security. 

Today, cities and countries are constantly flooded with transitory workers and 
migrants in search of a better means of survival and meaningful future. In Sin-
gapore, migrant workers form a large bulk of the workforce, from blue to white 
collars. It is also migrants that form the current population and transformed the 
country into what it is today. This Is Home attempts to bring us to the simple 
realisation that we were all once immigrants, and that as much as we would 
want to protect our home, we should first ask ourselves if we have the right 
to treat others, who are here to keep our economy at its best, any less. Taking 
himself out camping at vacant and abandoned pockets within the city in his 
undersized, makeshift tent, Rizzal tests the boundaries of security, ownership 
and public perception by locating himself in the shoes of a suspicious visitor, 
attracting stares and often, visits from the police.

This Is Home
2010 - 2011
Brown paper, clothing poles, thread and spray-paint, and video
110 x 96 x 100 cm 
Artist Collection
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Ka-Khé
2012
Acrylic, aerosol paint on wall
SAM commission

Speak Cryptic

The word Ka-Khé is Baweanese for ‘naughty’ or ‘stubborn’. The artist remem-
bers hearing that word very often as he was growing up and felt it was the 
only real link he had to his ancestry. Speak Cryptic’s interest in his Baweanese 
heritage only resurfaced after a recent conversation he had with his mother 
where he learnt a lot about his late grandfather’s life. 

Being heavily involved with street art in the earlier part of his career, his 
works often lamented the human condition in the way they employed the 
repetition of certain motifs like skulls, knives and slogans that confronts and 
forces its viewer to think. This piece of work, featuring a variety of symbols 
and characters from his research, is the result of his study of Baweanese 
culture and in remembrance of his initial struggle with identity. The artist 
spent time alone for several nights, painting the four levels of stairwell within 
the 8Q building, turning it into a monochromatic narrative through the use of 
the building's architecture, drawing inspiration from ancient Roman columns 
that depicted military victories.
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Building as a Body
2012
Site-specific installation at The Substation
SAM commission

Grace Tan and Randy Chan

The idea for Building as a Body was born out of a conversation between an 
architect and an inter-disciplinary practitioner and their desire to look into the 
history and heritage of The Substation. Using the delicate translucency of a veil 
as a starting point, The Substation is represented metaphorically as a body that 
flickers in and out of view of a veil. This veil comprises a matrix of dots and lines 
that interacts with the building and its surroundings, inviting the viewer to go 
in and have a closer and more contemplative look at an old and established 
institution whose history we must not let slip away.
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Under the Blanket of Bedrock
2011
Acrylic Paint, incense sticks and acid free paper
Variable dimensions
Artist Collection

Melissa Tan

Rocks are the firm foundation of life on earth. When subject to the right condi-
tions, these rocks evolve and give rise to a whole range of landforms. Because 
different transformations occur under different conditions, these rock forma-
tions can seem like a chance incident. Tan’s fascination with the detail found 
in rocks and the idea of the accidental structure form the basis of her work. 
Focusing on crystal formation, she returns to the fundamentals of drawing 
and explores the configuration of lines within its geometrical design, yet also 
injecting the accidental by creating those lines with burning incense sticks. 
Like crystals, humans undergo prolonged periods of pressure to emerge as 
stronger and more beautiful beings. Through this series, Tan brings forth the 
beauty of these rocks and their slow, silent metamorphosis. They transform 
every day over hundreds of years, literally cracking and breaking under the 
weight of the world, going unnoticed right beneath our feet. 
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A View with a Room
2009
Installation
Variable dimensions
SAM Collection

Vertical Submarine

Vertical Submarine’s project made for the President’s Young Talent 2009 is 
a work-within-a-work: an installation incorporated into another larger one 
that features their past works. Entitled A View With A Room, it continues the 
collective’s interest in the relationship between word and image, the dis-
course of reading, and the world it evokes. True to form, the work is playfully 
concealed, waiting to be discovered by an equally playful viewer who will be 
duly rewarded for his or her sense of adventure and willingness to challenge 
gallery going conventions.
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Paper Room
2009
Installation
Variable dimensions
SAM Collection

Vertical Submarine

Vertical Submarine’s Paper Room comprises sheets of white paper that cover a 
large area of wall. These crumpled pieces of paper look as though they were the 
failed and frustrated attempts of a writer and are a reference to excessive literary 
pursuits. As a statement to society’s recent tendency to be lifeless absorbers 
of information, the artist forces the viewer to revise his passive consumption 
of art by literally ‘going through’ the meaning and information he encounters. 
It encourages us to be active participants in the creation of knowledge and to 
embrace alternative perspectives and interpretations.
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The Need of an Alteration
2011
Video
13’ 21”
Artist Collection

Andree Weschler

Andree Weschler experiments with the contrasting nature of black and white 
and plays with their various connotations. The way blackness is cast out sym-
bolises the gruesome unraveling of the human body’s inner putrified state 
and its defenseless-ness against the inevitable and inexplicable process of 
decay. To the artist, skin is like “blackness”. It is in a constant state of mo-
tion with our body; shedding but never really leaving. While developing this 
piece, Weschler returned to the emotional trauma that stemmed from the 
dissolution of her marriage. She had to make difficult decisions she never had 
to make before and even contemplated stopping her art practice altogether. 
Unable to cope with this agony, she returned to France to get the support 
she needed from her family. The expelling of the black ink in The Need of an 
Alteration represents an effort on the artist’s part to get rid of the dark bit-
terness dwelling within her.
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Joel Yuen

Joel Yuen started out with an interest in commercial photography while 
studying at the Nanyang Technological University's (NTU) School of Art, Media 
and Design. Although he majored in photography, Yuen also took classes in 
painting and sculpture at NTU, and was particularly influenced by sculptor 
Yeo Chee Kiong, his sculpting mentor. A Venice Biennale internship assisting 
the artist Tang Da Wu with his presentation then ignited Yuen's interest in 
contemporary art. The Human Condition is based on his interest of contempo-
rary art practices and embodies his own fascination with works by European 
old masters and the Roman Catholic religion. The conceptualisation of this 
work took place in April 2009, and took Yuen close to a year to sculpt the 
three Italian marbles to create the vision of reality as a contrast to shadows 
which is represented by the photographic prints. The sculpted hand holding 
the spine recalls the artist’s childhood battle with sclerosis, the two hands 
embracing the heart represents the struggles in life one has to go through 
to lead a healthy life and the left hand in a hand-shake pose represents the 
fact that when one shakes hand with another using the left hand, more blood 
circulation flows through the body and thus links one’s heart closer to the 
other. Yuen’s works, both in materials and how they are positioned, convey 
the sense of fragility and delicate balance in life which he has experienced.

The Human Condition 
2010
Italian marble, archival print mounted on dibond
50 X 50 X 15 cm each
SAM Collection
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If A Tree Falls in the Forest
2009
Installation
Variable dimensions
SAM Collection

Robert Zhao

Robert Zhao holds a strong fascination to the natural world, feeding this 
sense of wonder with the use of his camera. His photographs explore the 
concept of control and what happens when Man tries to control nature. 
Claiming that he makes sense of the world through photography, Zhao 
is acutely aware of photographic discourse. Photography, often appears 
truthful. We know for a fact that the subject we see in a photograph was 
at some point positioned in front of a shutter. However, in the digital age, 
truth and fiction no longer sit on opposite ends and the line distinguishing 
the two has almost vanished. Thus, Zhao also questions the nature and 
authenticity of documentary photography. Do photographs lie?
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Ang Sookoon, YOUR LOVE IS LIKE A CHUNK OF GOLD, Image courtesy of the artist
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Donna Ong, Crystal City, Image courtesy of Osage Gallery Ltd

Photo Credits

Ruben Pang, Justice, Theatre no. 12, Image courtesy of Justin Red Lebrun

:phunk studio (in collaboration with Keiichi Tanaami), Eccentric City: Rise and 
Fall, Image courtesy of Todd Beltz Photography

Rizman Putra, Bliss, Image courtesy of the artist

Bruce Quek, Hall of Mirrors, Image courtesy of Dan Yeo from White Room Studio

Ryf , Look No Further, Image courtesy of the artist

Shah Rizzal, This Is Home, Image courtesy of the artist

Speak Cryptic , Ka-Khe, Image courtesy of the artist

Grace Tan and Randy Chan, Building as a Body, Image courtesy of the artists

Melissa Tan, Under the Blanket of Bedrock, Image courtesy of the artist

Andree Weschler, The Need of an Alteration, Image courtesy of the artist

Joel Yuen, The Human Condition, Image courtesy of the artist
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About 
Singapore Art Museum

Singapore Art Museum
71 Bras Basah Road, Singapore 189555 | tel +65 63323222 | fax +65 6334 7919
www.singaporeartmuseum.sg

The mission of the Singapore Art Museum (SAM) is to preserve and promote 
the contemporary art practices of Singapore and the Southeast Asian region. 
Opened in January 1996 as a museum under the National Heritage Board of 
Singapore, SAM has amassed one of the world’s largest public collections of 
modern and contemporary Southeast Asian artworks. Since 2009, SAM has 
focused its programming and collections development initiatives around con-
temporary Southeast Asian art and art practices. Through strategic alliances 
with arts and cultural institutions and community organisations, SAM facilitates 
visual arts education, exchange, research and development within the region 
and internationally. SAM is also the organiser of the Singapore Biennale 2011.
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