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Boo Sze Yang,
A Humanistic Painter

In Singapore, there is an artist, Boo Sze Yang, who expresses
his feelings and understanding towards the society directly through
his artworks. Art helps him to maintain a relative distance, but his
involvement in society is direct, serious and sensitive; he seems to
be a Don Quixote-like character, but unostentatious nor emotionally
holding a spear and rushing towards the devilish windmill. Instead,
he is quiet and eloquent with a calm mindset, just like a teacher from
a remote mountainous area with lofty ambitions and beliefs. He has
a unique fusion temperament, which cannot be classified under the
categories of realism or critical realism, or the once-trendy pop art.
He is a hybrid. His artworks are obviously different from the vast
majority of romantic "art for art's sake" paintings. Even if he uses
messy lines to draw a shopping mall, a church or something else,
every viewer is able to sense his subjective intervention and critical
expression strongly.

Boo's creative themes are very wide, from ordinary household
still life to the magnificent interior decoration of Catholic churches,
from the dilapidated space of shopping malls to the expressions of
politicians. In his point of view, mundane objects and the quiet internal
structures of buildings are all mirror images of the environmental
props on the stage of human existence. With his seemingly messy
yet philosophical brushstrokes, and a slight tinge of melancholy and
paranoia, he creates confusion, an atmosphere which signifies
destruction as well as a metaphysical thought of unpredictable
apocalyptic scenes. The scenery in his eyes is the buildings in daily
life, which is in line with the nature attributes of a city state like
Singapore. He transformed the British natural landscapes on canvas,
that once emotionally expressive, into a series of forest-like urban
architecture that are inevitable in modern economic development. The
buildings on the paintings do not seem to be static, but moving or
trembling. Irregular lines and consciously deflected perspective traces
construct a dreamlike image, interpreting the contradictions and
unpredictability of modern social humanities on the edge of abstraction
and figuration.

Another theme of Boo's creations is social metaphors similar
as that of political pop art. He uses distinct, exaggerated dramatic
deconstruction techniques close to black humour, to create a series of
figurative paintings to explore people's perceptions of truth and
reality. He has applied Francis Bacon's unique rough, sharp, violent
and dreamlike abstract expressionism techniques to highlight the
inner world of the subject characters and the psychological per-
ceptions of ordinary audiences, which is impressive. In terms of
expressing the inner world of characters, Boo has reached a level that
is difficult to achieve for painters generally. His perspective on society
is changing and his creative themes are also changing at any time. His
creativity is progressive and every change is insightful and handy. In
the architectural series, he has two categories of works that are quite
eye-catching, one is the large shopping malls in Singapore and the
other is the churches.
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Singapore used to have many "Teng (pavilion)", such as
Heng San Teng, Cheng San Teng, Loke Yah Teng, Tie Swah
Ting, Peck San Theng etc., all being Chinese cemeteries.
Unfortunately, they were either demolished or redeveloped, and
little architectural records of these cemeteries were available.
However, many pavilions exist in Penang’s Chinese cemeteries
which were rarely named as "Teng".

The most splendid cemetery pavilion in Penang is the Pek
Lian Sek Seng Teng (the Centenary Pavilion) of the Batu Gantong
(Batu Gantung) United Hokkien Cemetries. Penang once had a
saying "one who has not seen the Centenary Pavilion of Batu
Gantong United Hokkien Cemeteries has not seen Penang!" To
build their third cemetery in Penang, the Hokkien community
purchased three connected plots of land at the eastern foot
of Mount Erskine in 1884. The Centenary Pavilion was the main
building complex of this cemetery, consisting of four rectangular
blocks. The construction of the cemetery was completed in 1886.

This article highlights the historic and social significance of
the Centenary Pavilion. The pavilion was built with the advanced
Western techniques then to fulfil the Chinese needs for communal
worship. The climate-adaptive design of the Centenary Pavilion
was a testament to the architectural achievements of the Malayan
Chinese in the fusion of East-West building technologies at the
end of the nineteenth century.

Known as "a public cemetery of Fujian Province in the Qing
dynasty", the Centenary Pavilion of the Batu Gantong United
Hokkien Cemetries possessed three remarkable stone screens
that were engraved with commemorative poems, phrases, Songs,
essays and monumental inscriptions by the top scholars and
mandarins from Fujian, including Chen Bao Chen, He Li Heng,
and Zeng Zong Yan. Apart from acknowledging the contributions
of the leading members (i.e. Lee Phee Yeow, Chop Chong Moh
and Kwaw Sim Kong) and all donors, the inscriptions gave a
detailed account of the cemetery's creation and development
expenses as well as its regulations. These stone screens were set
up in 1886 and the final engraving with that of a donation was
completed in 1892.

Another extraordinary feature in the Centenary Pavilion
was the statue of Lee Phee Yeow in the form of a Ming scholar. Peng
Kun Nian's commemorative essay concluded with the statement
that this statue was set up by various clans of the Hakkas in
Penang who were from Fujian province in 1892 and produced
by the Chop Guan Seng of Xiamen. The wooden plaque above
the statue and the two pairs of wooden couplets impressed
visitors with their gigantic sizes and excellent calligraphy.
Great efforts were put into setting up these monuments, a
public cemetery and statue so as to create an ideal collective
space for ancestral worship.

Lee Phee Yeow, a fourth generation of the Lee Family
originating from Jindun, Jinjiang, was taking charge of his family
business Chop Chong Moh, the then-largest Chinese shipping
company in Penang. His outstanding contribution to the opening
of the Batu Gantong United Hokkien Cemetries was widely
recognised by people from Fujian across different dialects as
noted in the inscriptions and his life-size stone statue. Due to
his knowledge and enthusiasm, the Centenary Pavilion was
constructed to be "the most magnificent pavilion ever attached
to any Chinese cemetery in the world."
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Ghim Moh and Dover: Witnessing the
path to cultivating generations

Ghim Moh and Dover are located on both sides of Commonwealth Avenue
West, where was once a hilly area. In the early 1970s, the landscape
developed rapidly with the construction of 4,000 HDB flats within three
years, housing 20,000 residents along the one-kilometre Ghim Moh Road.

Adjacent to the Ghim Moh estate was a section of the KTM railway track
which the trains passed by previously, travelling across the Johor causeway,
symbolising the knitted relationship between Singapore and Malaysia. In
2010, following the agreement between both governments to exchange six
land parcels in Marina South and Rochor areas, the long-distance train
services in the territory ceased operations.

The Dover housing estate is about two-third the size of Ghim Moh
and was formerly a British military area after World War II. Some of the road
names here are associated with Kent, a county in the South East England
region. For example, Dover is derived from the Latin word for "waters",
referring to the English Channel, whereas Medway, Folkestone and
Maidstone are all towns in Kent. Locally, Dover does not have a channel but
it retains several British military barracks.

In the mid-19th century, Tan Kim Seng purchased a large piece of land
covering Pasir Panjang, Ghim Moh, Dover and Queenstown from the British
East India Company for 50 cents, collectively known as "Tan Kim Seng's
Pasir Panjang". The total area is almost equivalent to the current Toa Payoh.
Back in the old days, majority of residents of Ghim Moh Village came from
Anxi County, Fujian Province. Presently, the Tan Kong Tian temple and the
opera stage across Sungei Ulu Pandan remain as the reminders of the
bygone era.

Dover is a prime example of talents cultivation. Today, there are many
educational institutions situated along the 3-kilometre Dover Road.
Anglo-Chinese and Fairfield Methodist schools established by Methodist
missionaries more than a century ago, were originally all-male and
all-female institutions, respectively. Singapore Polytechnic and United
World College of South East Asia (UWCSEA) are among the first local and
international schools to build their homes in Dover.

The Singapore International School (SIS) was established on the vacant
site left by the British military after their withdrawal from Singapore. It
became UWCSEA, which was officially opened on New Year's Day 1971
by the then Prime Minister Mr Lee Kuan Yew. The international school was
set up mainly for children of the expatriates. Tracing its legacy, German
educator Kurt Hahn, attended a NATO staff meeting in the late '50s. He was
inspired by the belief that young people across the globe could bring peace
with a shared vision via common education. The first United World College
was founded in Wales about a decade before Singapore. Today, UWCSEA
in Singapore hosts the largest of the 18 United World Colleges worldwide.

Singapore Polytechnic is the oldest technical college in Southeast Asia.
After World War |, the traditional entrepot trade faced significant challenges,
and the lack of local technocrats hindered the progress of modern industrial-
isation plans. A group of businessmen met at the roof garden of the Adelphi
Hotel on Coleman Street to discuss the feasibility of establishing a technical
institute of higher learning and presented their proposal to the Governor of
the Settlements. On 27 October 1954, the Legislative Council passed the
Singapore Polytechnic Act. Today, the polytechnic has expanded its curriculum
to include non-technical subjects and has seen more than 200,000 graduates
spanned several generations.

There is a memorial plaque from National Heritage Board that narrates
the Operation Rimau outside the NUS University Town. Nearby the Town is
the historic site where the commandos of the British-Australian special force
were executed by the Japanese after the failed operation during World War
Il, just 45 days before Japan's surrender. It marks the pain of war in this
Dover campus, reminding us the importance of preserving peace for the
prosperity and happiness of our nation and people.
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