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Crawling On The Road

In March 2022, Ho Ho Ying held a solo exhibition titled "The Path
| Pursue", which was a true reflection of the 87-year-old steadfast old
man's persistent belief in finding a way to represent Singapore art
and at the same time identify the spirit of Singaporean culture. "There
should be something new in this era. Many countries have their own
art. Although Singapore has a short history, we should develop our art,
create something that was not here before, or a quintessential art
presentation that belongs to Singapore", he once remarked.

While Ho Ho Ying has many titles, like the former president of
the Federation of Art Societies Singapore, the title of art critic and
art theologist is undoubtedly the most appropriate and well-deserved.
As Liu Kang said, it seems that there have been too many local
people engaged in art. The excessive blurring of boundaries and
the generalization of art have created a false prosperous scene. On
the other hand, it has significantly reduced the core value of Singapore
art. At the same time, it weakens the aesthetics and overall standard
of fine artworks. If the art theory continues to fall, Singapore's art will
lose its direction of advancement and development, and it will not be
possible to create excellent masterpieces that can represent the spirit
of the country.

In a sense, in the world of the international Chinese art circle,
Ho Ho Ying can stand shoulder to shoulder with two top masters. One
is Xu Beihong, who transformed traditional Chinese painting and laid
the foundation for its modernization. The other is Wu Guanzhong,
who dedicated his whole life to modernizing Chinese painting. Ho
Ho Ying is quite the same as them in many aspects. All of them are
not only outstanding painters but also ingenious in art theory. They
have inspiring insights. In the early years, Xu Beihong aspired to
reform China's old culture and traditional art with new art forms to
enlighten, strengthen and advocate "to make the most of the subtle
and to the vast", while Wu Guanzhong put forward the viewpoints
that "the brush and strokes equal zero", "the beauty of forms", or
"abstract beauty", diverting the cognition of traditional Chinese art.
For Ho Ho Ying, he took the lead in guiding Singaporean artists that
"China’s art tradition is not our tradition, neither Indian nor Western.
We have no tradition, as we are an emerging country. We have not
established our system, how can we talk about tradition? We cannot
do some Singapore landscapes by applying Chinese ink and wash
and thus admit that this is the art of Singapore; in the same way,
we can’t draw some Singaporeans in a Western realistic way and
ask people to accept that this is Singapore art; also we can’t call
ourselves modern style like other countries. We have to start from
scratch, start all over again and dare to develop, experiment, and
take risks to explore so that we can expect to find a way out from
the two great art fortresses of the East and the West. It's our way,
Singapore's art, and Singapore's culture.”

YURN X
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Marsiling, the housing estate at the
northernmost coastline

Marsiling is named after the personal residence of Lim Nee Soon. In the
1970s, the farmlands and lotus ponds here gave way to the development of
Woodlands West. Today, more than 30,000 residents call the northernmost
coastline their home.

The Marsiling HDB estate is characterised by the presence of about 40%
ethnic minorities and rental flats that far exceed the national average. The
estate is dotted with Hills 180, 265 and 145, overseeing North-South bound
Woodlands Road and East-West bound Mandai Road, making Marsiling an
important 'battleground' for Army training.

According to the Woodlands Development Plan, this northern area
will undergo another radical transformation over the next two decades. Its
development into a major industrial, commercial, technological and farming
town, thereby providing 100,000 jobs for its residents is foreseeable in the near
future.

Sungei Cina and its surroundings form the original site of the 19th
century’s Tan Chu Kang area. Tan Chu Kang had its origins in the Chinese
Tiandihui. Some of its members, led by Tan Kah Soon, fled to Singapore at
around 1840 when the Tiandihui failed to rebel against the Qing Dynasty in
Chaozhou, Guangdong Province. Tan Kah Soon and his followers set up a
gambier plantation at the vicinity of Sungei Cina. He chose this part of the
island probably due to how the water margin was perceived as a safe haven
for them.

When the Marsiling flats were first built half a century ago, the old
Woodlands custom was still in use. To the west of the causeway, the Malay’s
Kampung Lorong Fatimah built above the sea was home to more than 400
people. In the days of free passage between Singapore and Malaya, sampans
were used for fishing and ferrying people across the straits. In the days when
blue passports were used to cross the border, villagers had already left their
fishing trade and worked in schools, factories and offices. Occasionally, they
would paddle their boats and catch fishes to add to their dining tables.

The residents of Kampung Lorong Fatimah were affected by the merger
and separation of Singapore and Malaysia. The fact that parents and children
under the same roof had different nationalities was bizarre, but at the same
time testament to the close relationship between Singapore and Malaysia.
After the village was vacated in the late 1980s, a new custom complex was
erected on the kampong site.

A Teochew’s Mandai Village was formed in the late 1920s beside the
Marsiling ridge. The founding of the village was related to the flight of
Catholics from the village of Baileng in Huilai County, Chaozhou. It was
in the 16th year of the China Republic when political unrest had spread
across the country. A bandit army began to attack the local Catholics.
Under the cover of darkness, the villagers managed to make a silent
escape and eventually found their way to Shantou. With the help of the
bishop in Singapore, they set foot on the island on 1 March 1928.

Fr Lee of the Cathedral of the Good Shepherd housed the refugees in
the Church of Saints Peter & Paul on Waterloo Street, in the church school
and in temporary shelters provided by the parishioners. After having written
50 letters to the colonial government, the authorities finally gave the
emigrants permission to settle in Mandai. In recognition of Fr Lee’s effort,
the government later named the village main road Stephen Lee Road.

In preparation for war, the British established the Sembawang Naval
Base stretching from Sembawang to the causeway. It was known as the
largest naval base east of the Suez Canal. The 400-metre ex-Malaysian
Navy’s pier in the Woodlands Waterfront Park is probably the nearest to
Johor Bahru. During the Covid-19 lockdown, the pier became a popular spot
for families and friends to wave across the borders.
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