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Koeh Sia Yong. a Realistic Painter
with Great Passion and Lofty Ideals

In Singapore, there are some painters who truly have
humanistic sentiments and a sense of social responsibility.
They have established indispensable status and artistic
achievements in the making of Singapore's history and culture.
You may have a beautiful painting of flowers, birds, beauties,
ancient ink paintings of mountains and rivers, or the charming
style of the Bali life hanging in your living room, adding some
fun and relaxation when having a cup of coffee in your spare
time. Yet one must not disregard society and culture which
are the eternal thematic subjects of artists when it comes to
shaping the serious and grand theme of "Singapore identity".
The flowers, green plants, beautiful feathers, and landscapes
would take less weight. At this moment, the works of those
artists will surely flash in front of your eyes, making your heart
surge, even tear, because there you can read and see the
memories of your childhood, father, dreams, or your homes
that may have disappeared... Yes, Koeh Sia Yong is that artist,
no doubt.

Koeh Sia Yong (1938-) is a second-generation artist in
Singapore. His father came to Singapore from Teochew,
China, in the early years and became an ordinary laborer later
on. Koeh was admitted to the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts
in 1956 and studied under famous teachers such as Georgette
Chen, See Cheen Tee, Chen Wen Hsi, and Lim Yew Kuan. At
school, he majored in Western painting, focusing on sketching
and watercolor in the first two years and oil painting in the
third year. Recommended by his teacher Tan Tee Chie, Koeh
joined the Equator Art Society in 1957. This was perhaps the
most important decision in his art career and hence made
clear his direction and secured a place for him in the history
of Singapore art.

Koeh Sia Yong undoubtedly belongs to the Nanyang style
but he took another route. He is guided by critical realism,
with a deep connection to idealism with some romanticism,
but never quite taking the depiction of warm, ebullient tropical
scenery as his artistic pursuit. His heart and works always
belong to the people here-painting for the country, for the
people, for the land that he loves so much.
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Holland Village
where Netherlands Manor Does Not Exist

A century ago, Holland Village was named within the boundary of North
Buona Vista Road and Holland Road. Labourers worked on the rubber plantations
in the area back in the days, with both the Chinese and Indians as a source of
cheap labour.

In the 1950s, Holland Village developed into a modern kampong filled with
the atmosphere of British towns. The British Army stationed at Pasir Panjang,
Alexandra, Clementi and Tanglin would spend their time there. After the
withdrawal of the British troops, the Housing & Development Board (HDB)
designated Holland Village as one of the seven neighbourhoods with more than
20 HDB blocks forming part of the 30,000 flats in Queenstown.

There is no connection between Holland Road and Holland Village in
Singapore and the Netherlands in Northern Europe. Some suggest that
Holland Road was named after Hugh Holland, an architect who lived there,
or perhaps Hugh Holland who served in the British Royal Artillery. However,
they only became residents in the early 20th century. In contrast, Holland Road
already existed since the late 19th century. Sir Henry Thurstan Holland, best
known for serving as Secretary of State for the Colonies from 1887 to 1892, is
more likely to be honoured for such naming.

The Holland Road Shopping Centre, which was built half a century ago,
may not look like a modern mall, but the "Thambi Mama Shop" would certainly
beg to differ. It gathers thousands of magazines and periodicals from all over the
world. Even limited editions are available through its global connection.

Since 2011, the MRT stops at the doorstep of Holland Village, bringing a
strong weekend crowd. However, not everyone would feel happy about such
influx. The residents of HDB Block 12 must bear the brunt of the noise,
drunkenness and urination of inconsiderate drinkers. It may be seen as one of
its kind of Holland Village.

The HDB void decks are often the space where most people pass by daily
but are largely ignored at the same time. HV Little Library at Block 2 void deck is
a cosy corner set up for the elderly during the Covid-19 period. The mini library
is now managed by a group of volunteers, with neighbours donating tables,
chairs, bookcases, books, and musical instruments to create a kampong flavour.

The Block 8 void deck is transformed into the Pop Art Gallery by Social
Creatives following the Van Gogh Gallery in MacPherson. Inspired by American
pop artists Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein and Keith Haring, the gallery features
local elements such as Nanyang breakfast, military training and nyonya kueh.

The Tanglin Barracks, established in the mid-19th century, was located at
Dempsey Hill opposite the Botanic Gardens. It was converted into the Ministry of
Defence headquarters in the 1970s. Blocks 15, 17 and 18 are the former CMPB
sites which sent many young men off to mark the start of their National Service.
These preserved buildings have since been transformed into art galleries and
dining venues.

The FMM House of Prayer and Formation at the foot of Dempsey Hill has a
respectable legacy. In the 1950s, three Roman Catholic sisters boarded a ship in
Italy and sailed to Singapore. Together with sisters who arrived a week later from
Macau, they engaged in education for local girls and young children. They also
ventured into rural villages to set up dispensaries in Chinese temples.

The FMM sisters founded the Hai Sing Girls’ High School in Hougang to
offer study opportunities for peasant girls. They also started the Maris
Stella Kindergarten and the Maris Stella Vocational School on Holland Road.
The Vocational School offered courses for girls of all races who did not pursue
the typical school path but wanted to acquire better skills to earn a decent living.
The vocational school is where the FMM House of Prayer and Formation stands.
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Dr Lim Chwee Leong (1891-1957) was regarded as “one of the most
consulted Asiatic medical practitioners” and a public-spirited person highly
respected by the Penang people. A road in George Town was named
after him. Being a Singapore-born Straits Chinese, Dr Lim received a
good education and became one of the first few locally trained medical
practitioners. Upon graduation in 1913, he went to practise medicine
in Penang, where he married Cheah Swee Hoon (1895-1983) in 1915.
Although Dr Lim settled down in Penang and started a family with four
sons and four daughters, he maintained close ties with the Singapore
community. In 1928, he and his younger brother Dr Lim Han Hoe jointly
donated to the Lim Clan Association Kiu Leong Tong and enshrined five
ancestral tablets there.

Dr Lim set up the Subeng Dispensary in 1914 which soon became
one of Penang's largest private medical practices. He was concerned
about public health and assisted the government in fighting against
endemic diseases. As an intellectual and professional, he stood out as
a voice for the locals, especially the Chinese community in the 1930s.
He was appointed a member of the Chinese Advisory Board in 1933,
followed by another appointment in 1934 as a representative for Penang
to sit in the Governor's Straits Chinese Consultative Committee. He was
appointed Justice of Peace of Penang in 1937.

Dr Lim was active in the associations related to the Straits Chinese.
His earliest and long-time affiliation was with the Hu Yew Seah established
in 1914. He was also deeply involved in the Straits Chinese British
Association (Penang Branch). He was elected as President of the as-
sociation in 1940, taking the role of mobilising the Chinese community
to raise patriotic funds and to provide Passive Defence Services. Less
known for being a Hokkien, he also supported the affairs of his ancestral
homeland in various ways.

In 1947, Dr Lim stepped out of social affairs and devoted himself to
his hobbies. Before retirement, he spared no effort in promoting sports,
especially badminton, being a central figure in the Chinese Recreation
Club and the Penang Badminton Association. He also won his name in
photography among his Malayan peers. After retirement, he achieved
high in the cultivation of orchids, winning numerous awards at flower
shows organised by the Penang Horticultural Society.

Dr Lim’s life shows an alternative trajectory for second-generation
Chinese immigrants. They were educated in English and became one
of the early Asiatic professionals due to their excellent academic
performance. While enjoying the privilege of being British subjects, they
became aware of the unequal treatment of coloured people in the British
colonies. They called for the right of the Straits Chinese to participate
in politics. Less known was that they intended to maintain Chinese
cultural ties, participate in Chinese affairs, and interact with their ancestral
homeland in certain ways. Their lifestyle and personal pursuit reflected
their cross-border interests in Chinese and Western cultures.
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Aesthetic exploration of the
Cross-Cultural Dance “Inter/Change”

Cross-cultural dance is a special category in the field of dance art, with strong
professionalism. Due to the particularity of the aesthetic subject in the viewing and
performance relationship, cross-cultural dance works that contain a variety of artistic
elements can better stimulate their aesthetic enjoyment, ideological enlightenment
and emotional recognition for audiences with different cultural backgrounds.

In the dance history of Singapore, there have been landmark cross-cultural
dance productions since the 1950s, from “Butterfly Lovers”, “Tale of Bukit Badu”,
“Our Beautiful Homeland” to “Unity of Rhythm”, “Valli Kalyanam”, “The Fifth Lotus”,
“Tale of the Banyan Tree” and more. Collaborations of choreographers from different
ethnic groups have become a common practice in recent years. However, it is rare
to have a cross-cultural dance and music production like the recent NUS Chinese
Dance and NUS Indian Instrumental Ensemble's “Inter/change”.

Nawaz Mirajkar, the music director of “Inter/Change”, came to Singapore in
1996, as the Head of Percussion of the Temple of Fine Arts. He was also an adjunct
faculty member of the School of the Arts (SOTA). He met Jenny Neo, Artistic Director of
the Singapore Chinese Dance Theatre in 2017 at the ASEAN Arts Forum exchange
in Thailand. In 2020, Jenny Neo was invited by the NUS Centre for the Arts to teach
Chinese dance and she met Nawaz again, now the Artistic Director of NUS Indian
Instrumental Ensemble. Since her first meeting with Nawaz, they have been looking
for an opportunity to work together. After floating in their minds for many years, this
idea finally blossomed and bore fruit in this year's NUS Arts Festival.

Jenny feels that imaginative adventures such as the Great Silk Road are worth
exploring in dance and music: “The Silk Road is a caravan tract of ancient times
linking China with the West. It carried goods and ideas between many civilizations
of the two continents. The entire origin of the Silk Road has not only promoted global
free trade but also built global political mutual trust, economic trust, and promote
common interest. The process is culturally inclusive. We were happy to decide that
it would be a suitable theme for a new work that showcase cultural diversity for this
year’s NUS Arts Festival.”

Nawaz agreed enthusiastically: “The Silk Road is integral for cultural exchange
and interactions between different peoples. It has great significance on our modern
globalised world. So started our journey to turn the ideas into a three act dance
drama with a prelude and an epilogue. The intention is to portray the lifestyle of
the nomadic peoples living in the Silk Road through pieces which are a conglomerate
of Spanish, Persian, and Indian musical styles and various dance traditions.
‘Inter/Change’ also illustrates the technological revolution caused by the Silk Road
through the exploration of an Indian raga done through a Chinese style.”

In the past, due to limited resources, dancers rarely had the opportunity of
enjoying the "luxury" of performing to live music. Our pioneers in dance often have
to adjust their choreography to the edited tap music and were unable to fully
express the vision of their choreography. Jenny is so pleased that in “Inter/Change”
the dancers trained by her were able to “breathe” together with the music for the
first time: “It was also a process to push capacity building. | listened to some tunes
played by the NUS Indian Instrumental Ensemble and some of Nawaz’s own works,
then selected five pieces of music that could be adapted and arranged them according
to the dance of different segments.”

During the rehearsals, Nawaz made adjustments according to the rhythm, dances,
and the atmosphere needed in each work. Nawaz summarised the experience with
satisfaction: “In “Inter/Change”, the musicians in the NUS Indian Instrumental
Ensemble and the Chinese Orchestra were full-fledged partners in the venture, not
mere accompanists. The musicians and dancers learned to appreciate each other’s
art. To me, this is the beauty of cross-cultural collaboration.”

During curtain calls at the totally packed NUS University Cultural Centre, the
audience responded with the loudest cheers for the performers and showed as
much enthusiasm and appreciation for the conductor and choreographers. “Inter/
Change” had demonstrated that supporting dance performances with live music
helped raise the quality of the production. It is hoped that it will inspire more cho-
reographers, composers, conductors, dancers, and musicians of different cultural
traditions to collaborate closely to achieve a higher level of artistry and virtuosity.
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