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52 Across cultures
An introduction to some
Malay food traditions

The profile
Making sense

of life from art
American John Mathis
turned to art-making to
process his grief after his
wife passed away. These
days, he’s using his work
to capture Singapore’s
food culture.

Food talk
Singapore’s diverse
halal food

Halal-certified establishments in
Singapore don't just include those
serving Malay cuisine, but also
eateries and restaurants offering
everything from Western to
Japanese menus.

Special report

Lessons in learning
New immigrants share how
continuous learning helps them
to stay ahead of the technological
curve.
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The profile

Making sense of life from art

American John Mathis turned to art-making to process his grief after his wife passed away.
These days, he’s using his work to capture Singapore’s food culture.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

these into drawings, and then ventured into making
linocut prints. A linocut design is carved in relief on a
block of linoleum, inked, then impressed onto paper.
Colour linocuts require a different block for each colour.

In 2018, Mathis opened Tatsu Maker Works, a small
linocut studio in Katong. His first series of linocuts were
based on his daughter’s stories. Subsequently, he turned
to a subject that is Singaporeans’ great passion: food.
Mathis is passionate about this topic as well, and views
Singapore’s food - from Geylang’s durians to Tekka
Market’s goat meat - as local landmarks.

After deciding on a subject, such as a particular
hawker stall, he photographs it and creates a linocut
design on his tablet. Next comes the carving — a process

that requires patience and skill, and can
take up to a few weeks.

John Mathis’ journey to Asia began
in 1996, when the American packaging
company he was working for sent him
to Singapore. It was his first visit to this
part of the world, and he fell in love with
its culture and lifestyle.

After a two-year stint here, he
returned home to the United States.
He wanted to live and work in Asia again, and realised
that not knowing any Asian language was a handicap.

So, in 2003, he started a year-long course to learn
Chinese at the Beijing Language and Culture University
in China. That was where he gave himself the Chinese
name Ma Zhu An, and met a Hong Kong woman who
soon became his wife.

After working in China for a few years, the couple
moved to Singapore in 2009, and their daughter was
born three years later. Sadly, his wife lost her battle with
cancer when their daughter was only four. Mathis decided
to leave his job in the advertising industry and focus
on caring for his child as they grapple with their grief.

One way they processed their loss was through art.
His daughter spun stories about mummies, vampires,
dinosaurs and father-daughter adventures. He turned

The Chinese characters in his prints
are handwritten by Mathis, who learnt
calligraphy when he was in Beijing.
While food is featured, it is actually the
depiction of people that forms the soul
of each piece. “The interactions between
hawkers and their regular customers are
what makes hawker culture come alive,”
he believes.

Having lived here for 14 years, he now
regards Singapore as home. Two years ago,
his daughter switched from an international school to a
local primary school, where she started learning Chinese
for the first time. It was challenging for her but “Which
kid doesn’t complain about school and homework?”
he reasons. “We should take the opportunity to benefit
from Singapore’s education system, which isamong the
best in the world.”

Singapore is very accepting of those from other
countries, he feels, and he believes that foreigners who
want to integrate into local life need to “get out of their
comfort zone and interact more with locals”.

After completing a linocut, for example, he gifts a
print to the stall owner whose hawker stall is the subject
of the work. That’s one way he tries to make new friends.
Through his art, he also hopes more people will get to
know Singapore’s food culture.

49



50

Special report

Lessons in learning

New immigrants share how continuous learning helps them to

stay ahead of the technological curve.

One of the major challenges of the 21st century is how
technologies such as artificial intelligence (Al) may
threaten the livelihoods of people across different
industries. For new immigrants, making sure their
skills stay relevant comes on top of tackling existing

CHEN LANG

(Employment Pass,

from Chongqing, China)
After completing a degree in
English, Chen started doing
translation work for the con-
struction industry. He decided
to get a degree in engineering to

help him in his work. Later, upon realising that the use
of translation software was becoming widespread, he
decided to come to Singapore in 2014 to earna PhD in
linguistics at Nanyang Technological University. He also

took online course in mathematics and coding. “During
the Renaissance period, many people were educated
in both the arts and sciences,” says Chen, who is now
an academic consultant. “Interdisciplinary learning
helps you to see things from different perspectives. |

feel everyone should learn in this way.”
was formerly a journalist. When ‘
he moved to Singapore, he decid-

ed to become a financial consultant.

To do so, he had to meet Singapore’s certification
requirements, and is now certified for insurance and

investment. His goal for learning is clear — to improve
his livelihood. To that end, time he used to spend on

LIANG ZONGLEI

(New Citizen,

from Henan, China)

Liang has degrees in Chinese
language and literature, and

Translation: Hong Xinyi

challenges such as adjusting to different language
environments and cultures in their new home. Here’s
how these new immigrants are using learning to
transcend limitations, expand possibilities and realise
their dreams.

leisure pursuits is now allocated to more practical
short-term courses. “What | learn must be useful right
away, otherwise it can be postponed,” he says. “l have
two children, so | don’t have much free time.” For him,
learning happens every day. “Interacting with other
people is also a way of learning, especially when it
comes to integrating into a new culture.”

WANG JINGWEI

(Permanent Resident,

from Zhejiang, China)

Wang first came to Singapore

in 2005 for her secondary
school education. After leav-
ing for further studies, she
returned in 2019. While working
atthe Nanyang Technopreneurship

Centre, she met many entrepreneurs and was inspired
to start her own art gallery.

Originally trained in construction, she is now
picking up new skills for her new career. To build
on her previous university classes in art theory and
habitual visits to museums and galleries, she scours
books and Internet resources to learn more about art,
as well as finance and human resources. Putting on
a gallery show allows her to process disparate new
learnings from her self-study. “In the art world, even
artists and collectors are always learning. After all,

if we don’t understand art, how can we create and
invest in art?”



DING XINYAN

(Permanent Resident,

from Dandong, China)

This tech entrepreneur has

degreesin international trade

and law, and business admin-

istration and management. And

she is not done learning. She reads

widely and listens to podcasts to better understand
issues such as the economic developments of various
countries, and how current affairs affect the financial
market. “In this information age, there are many op-
portunities to learn, but you must have a clear goal
and know how to choose useful materials that are
worth your time,” she says. Ding also uses platforms
like question-and-answer website Quora to learn from
others, as well as generative Al tools such as ChatGPT to
get a general sense of a topic before she dives deeper
into it through other readings.

LIU ZHONGHUI
(New Citizen,
from Shandong, China)
Currently the general man-
ager of a foreign investment
company, Liu first came to
Singapore to study business
management and administration at
the National University of Singapore. There is already
a strong culture of supporting lifelong learning here,
he believes, pointing to the prevalence of companies
that send employees for short courses. He has attended
many such courses himself, which helped to supplement
the theories he learnt during his formal education.
To learn more about Singapore, he earned
a master’s degree in public administration at
Nanyang Technological University. During the
Covid-19 pandemic, he even completed a course
to become a tour guide. That gave him new skills
that can be deployed as a back-up plan, a retirement
pursuit, and even in his current line of work. “A tour
guide is not just a job. This person is an ambassador
for Singapore,” he explains. “I obtained a lot of new
knowledge about local history, geography, the econ-
omy and culture. When | engage overseas clients, | can
help them better understand Singapore.”

GHAZI ABU TAHAR

(New Citizen,

from Dhaka, Bangladesh)
Everyone calls Ghazi “cap-
tain,” because he has spent
much of his working life at
sea. In fact, Singapore was the
destination of the voyage he helmed

after as that. He relocated here in 2008 and is active
in grassroots community work. Attending courses at
the National Community Leadership Institute enabled
him to get to know more Singaporeans. “They are
very welcoming, and have made me feel like part of
the community,” he says.

During the pandemic, many shipping companies
closed, and Ghazi could not find work. Discouraged,
he decided to switch to teaching, which meant he
had to obtain the Advanced Certificate in Learning
and Performance (ACLP). While he was no stranger
to learning - he has a master’s degree in business
management and aced many tests to rise through the
ranks at his seafaring job - learning through online
platforms was new to him.

He took on the new challenge with determina-
tion, and completed the ACLP course in six months.
Happily, he was able to secure a new position in
shipping, and thus has not yet used his new teaching
certification. However, he says the learning experience
was invaluable as it provided him with moral support
and hope during a dark time.
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Across cultures

An introduction to
some Malay food traditions

The following information is from Gateway to Malay Culture and Lianhe Zaobao.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

HALAL FOOD

e Most Malays are Muslims and consume halal food,
which has been prepared in accordance with
Islamic law. In addition to halal ingredients, the
items used in their kitchens must also not come
into contact with non-halal food.

e The consumption of pork is forbidden in Islam,
and Muslims are not allowed to touch and cook
pork either. Other forbidden animals include
carnivorous animals such as tigers and crocodiles.
Alcohol is also forbidden.

NASI MINYAK

e Thisricedishis usually prepared for festive occasions
such as wedding banquets. So if you want to ask
a Malay friend when he or she is getting married,
you could say: “When are you going to treat me
to nasi minyak?”

TEMPEH AND BELACHAN

e Traditionally, meat was not consumed often
in most Malay families. Tempeh (made from
fermented soya beans) and other 9
soya bean products were
important sources of protein, )
as was belacan (made from ( N
fermented shrimp). y -

FASTING

During Ramadan, the ninth month in the Islamic
lunar calendar, Muslims abstain from eating
and drinking from sunrise to sunset. Children,
pregnant women and those not in good health
are exempted from fasting.

Eid al-Fitr (better known as Hari Raya Aidilfitri
and Hari Raya Puasa in Singapore), marks the end
of Ramadan. Food associated with this festival
include ketupat (rice cake) and lemang (glutinous
rice cooked in hollowed bamboo).

SIGNATURE MALAY CUISINE

Other iconic Malay dishes include beef rendang
(a curry), nasi lemak (coconut rice with fried egg,
peanuts, ikan bilis and chilli sauce), Roti John (a
sandwich) and soto ayam (chicken soup, often
served with rice cakes called lontong).
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Singapore’s diverse halal food

Halal-certified establishments in Singapore don't just include those serving Malay cuisine,
but also eateries and restaurants offering everything from Western to Japanese menus.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

|u

Mutiara means “pearl” in Malay, and this

is a new concept from the well-known
Jumbo Seafood group, whose name in
Chinese translates as “pearl treasure”.
Don’t miss signature dishes such as
chilli crab and prawns with salted egg.
The roasted meats and seafood dishes
include Jimbaran grilled prawns and

grilled red tilapia with sambal.

1Engku Aman Turn, #01-02 & #02-02/03
Wisma Geylang Serai

% MHOTEL %
The dim sum buffet
here is available
at lunchtime from
Thursday to Sunday,
and includes chicken char
siew pau, charcoal golden
sand pau and chicken siew
mai. Also on the menu are local
delights such as prawn paste chicken wings
and fried carrot cake. Dessert include D24
durian mochi and pandan kueh lapis.

Q 81 Anson Rd, M Hotel

% BURGS %

Launched in 2017 by founders who used to work in Michelin-starred

restaurants, this burger chain has a very creative approach. Its
star products include the cheeseburger, the
mushroom beef burger, the beef bacon burger,
and thick-cut fries that come in original, cheese
and chilli cheese versions.

Webhsite: www.projecthurgs.com

Y THE RAMEN STALL %

A sister restaurant of The Ramen House
in Short Street, its chicken soup is made
with a stock brewed for 30 hours. Try the
Volcano ramen, mala ramen and ramen
with kimchi and minced chicken, as well
as different kinds of sushi, grilled meats
and seafood.

Q 787 North Bridge Road

% PENANG PLACE %

Since 2003, this restaurant has been serving Penang cuisine in

buffets as well as a la carte. The daily buffet features over 30 dishes,

including char kway teow, Penang assam laksa, Hokkien prawn
noodle soup, beef rendang and
chendol. There are also dishes
that are less commonly found
elsewhere, such as steamed otah.

Suntec City Mall Atrium
#02-314/315/316

% 21 ON RAJAH %

The buffet here showcases Mediterranean cuisine, and favourites
include the seafood dishes, roasted items and desserts. Don’t miss
the sea bass, Moroccan braised lamb shank, slipper lobster in chilli
crab sauce, and roasted New Zealand grass-fed beef rib-eye.

Q 1Jalan Rajah






