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When it comes to Singapore art, the term that appears the most often is
probably “Nanyang style”. Starting with Tchang Ju Chi (1904-1942) and
following the sketching trip taken by Liu Kang, Cheong Soo Pieng, Chen Wen
Hsi and Chen Chong Swee to Bali in 1952, Nanyang-style paintings served as
a nerve signal, transmitting to every corner of the Singaporean art scene-utilising
Chinese or Western techniques to depict local subjects and express the scenery
and vibrant colours of the equatorial region. This passion has persisted to
this day and has been sought after. However, there is a painter who has
a different pursuit and always adheres to the orthodox bloodline and cultural
source of Chinese calligraphy and painting. He imitates the ancient masters
applying the styles of the Song and Yuan dynasties. He completely ignores Western
paintings or modern ink paintings that have been influenced by the West. He is
immersed in the ancient rules.

James Hong (1937-), a painter and a unique traveller who pursues ancient
trends. Even his name card is written from right to left, following the order of
ancient China. Liu Haisu and Pan Shou both wrote titles for Hong’s exhibitions
and painting albums at one time. Since his first exhibition in Hong Kong in 1966,
Hong has held many exhibitions over the past few decades to showcase his
achievements in replicating ancient paintings from the Song and Yuan dynasties.
The total number of his works is no less than hundreds. The famous local artist
Chen Jen Hao (1908-1976) was a researcher at the Paris Academy of Fine Arts
in France and a professor at the Shanghai Academy of Fine Arts in China. After
moving to Singapore, he became the principal of Dunman High School. He
remarked James Hong as a genius painter.

James Hong is well-known locally for replicating ancient paintings. He often
interacts with Chen Wen Hsi, See Hiang To and others, and was once a guest
of honour of Low Chuck Tiew, the owner of the Xubaizhai collection. Xubaizhai,
Xiuhailou, Xiangxuezhuang and Jiangxiatang are recognised as the four
major private art collections in Singapore. Since Low Chuck Tiew donated
his collection to Hong Kong in his later years, Xubaizhai collection is regarded
as one of the three major Chinese calligraphy and painting collection in Hong
Kong. In early December 2024, Hong held a solo exhibition. In the opening speech
delivered by Yeo Eng Koon, the second-generation owner of Xiuhailou collection,
he specifically mentioned that his father had close contact with James Hong
whom he remembered clearly. Others, such as Singapore’s pioneer artist Liu
Kang, often brought his wife to Hong’s home for dinners. Mrs Hong was born in
Hong Kong and is particularly skilled in ink painting mounting and cooking. With
his art, Hong befriended many famous art masters of modern China, particularly
Mr Jao Tsung-I, who was once a professor at the University of Singapore from
1968 to 1973. He was familiar with Hong’s teacher, Peng Ximing, and held Hong
in high regard. Hong often drove to visit on his days off and entertained him with
family dinners from time to time, which became a cherished story and memory.

People who are not familiar with China’s ink art may mistakenly think that
Hong’s paintings, which replicate ancient artworks, are not meaningful or that he
is stuck in the past, thereby belittling his artistic achievements. The fact is
that Chinese painting is a unique inheritance system that emphasises artistic
conception and charm, focuses on “copying and imitation” and advocates that form
and presentation are of lesser importance while spirit is paramount. To replicate
is a verification process that establishes cross-temporal and spatial communication
between painters and artistic practices of different eras, maintaining and promoting
the inheritance and sustainable development of China’s ink painting.

The most valuable aspect of Chinese ink painting is its artistic aesthetics and
philosophical understanding, which are independent of the Western art system.
Therefore, the methods of sketching and drawing advocated by Western art are
not applicable to Chinese ink painting, nor are they comparable. As Western
knowledge and culture advanced progressively in China, Lin Fengmian, Xu
Beihong, Li Keran, Wu Guanzhong and others, who were once trained and
influenced by the Western art tradition, boldly transformed and reformed Chinese
painting at different times. However, doubt and even criticism have always existed
until now. The charm of art lies in its uniqueness and the strong support of the
specific cultural system behind it. Without cultural attributes, art is rootless, unstable

and has no place to turn to.
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FMEBAEMEE (Singapore United
Rubber Plantations Limited) E8EHWERN
FEARXEANAME, SCHEHEXATM
REEEHNWHEAR (Bukit Sembawang) &
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ST FE AR HA “Buangkok” , AILEZ,

WEIFER, FIRUK, RUZLFIRKS
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R, hEBABENNRER. MUY, E6
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#0.
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Masjid Al-Mawaddah
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Institute of Mental Health (IMH)
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IMH Heritage Gallery
4.8 77 57b%/E THISurya Home
5.0EH PR XTEE

Mindful Meadows Community Garden
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Former Woodbridge Hospital
7. REMHAR

Buangkok Square Park
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Buangkok Square Mall
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HDB projects along Buangkok Crescent
10.H KE S RLE N E R R ik

Defunct Trafalgar Home

Jesign | MEBEBERE
o Desigr Kampong Lorong Buangkok
Recenth | 12.3EEALL

Seletar Hills
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Sam Mui Kuang Pottery
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MEMNHEHRESE (G.H.K. Hansen) X ¥ 3|#2
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FTEE. EFERENER, 192K, KibE
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of Franciscan Missionaries of the Divine
Motherhood) ML HTITE, WIIEHEH
AP tEF, PEARBITIRTN K& R,
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RAMERRE R KR FR (Rotary School) ,
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As soon as the 21st century began, Buangkok underwent significant changes
as traditional villages were replaced by modern high-rise housing developments.
Today, it is home to over 30 HDB blocks and several private residences, bounded
by Buangkok Crescent, Buangkok Green and Buangkok Drive.

In the early 20th century, Chinese farmers settled in Buangkok and its
vicinity. The land was partially state-owned and privately owned by entities such
as Singapore United Rubber Plantations Limited, which became a subsidiary of
the Bukit Sembawang Group. The company was colloquially called “Buangkok,”
which meant “many nations” in Teochew.

The contemporary Buangkok estate is vibrant, with many young couples and
families with children. Buangkok Square Mall and the adjacent Buangkok Square
Park serve as the community’s heart, hosting cultural events that promote resident
interaction and community spirit.

A notable event in Buangkok’s recent history is the “white elephant” incident.
Although Buangkok MRT station was completed in 2003, it remained unopened
as it was unable to meet the basic revenue requirements. In August 2005, during
a minister’s visit to the nearby vicinity, a resident expressed dissatisfaction by
displaying eight white cardboard elephants, symbolically criticising the decision.
The station was opened eventually a few months later, despite initial concerns
regarding ridership numbers.

Nestled within the modern estate is Kampong Lorong Buangkok, established
70 years ago and recognised as the last surviving village on Singapore Island. The
village was flood-prone in the past, thus earning its nickname, “Kampong Selak
Kain” which means “to hitch up one’s sarong”.

Buangkok Green Medical Park is home to several medical facilities, with the
Institute of Mental Health (IMH) as its main occupant. The IMH’s legacy dates
back to the 19th century when mental health patients were confined in prisons.
Following a tragic incident where a mental patient killed someone in prison, a
dedicated Insane Hospital was established at the junction of Bras Basah Road
and Bencoolen Street, later renamed the Lunatic Asylum. After several relocations,
the facility settled in Buangkok as the Woodbridge Hospital, which has since
evolved into the modern IMH.

The IMH has set up the Mindful Meadows Community Garden within its
premises, to create a serene environment that fosters interaction between
volunteers and recovering patients. This initiative offers a green space for
relaxation and functions as a therapeutic tool, promoting mental well-being
through engagement with nature.

Complementing this, visual art has been recognised as an effective form of
psychotherapy. Engaging in artistic activities can help in expressing emotions,
reducing stress and enhancing overall mental health. In support of this
therapeutic approach, students from Zhonghua Secondary School have contributed
by painting cheerful and vibrant artworks for the community garden. Participating
in such voluntary work is likely to inspire these students in their future endeavours,
instilling a sense of empathy, creativity and social responsibility.

In the past, diseases like leprosy, mental illness and tuberculosis were
stigmatised in the eyes of the public. The now-defunct Trafalgar Home on Buangkok
Crescent was a purpose-built leprosarium designed to isolate patients from the
outside world with high walls and barbed wire fencing. The facility closed at the
end of the 20th century and its functions were absorbed by the Singapore Leprosy
Relief Association (SILRA). Today, individuals recovering from leprosy with no
other support reside in the Surya Home.

In the 1950s, the Rotary School was established with public donations to
provide primary and secondary education for children with leprosy. The curriculum
was developed collaboratively by the nuns of Franciscan Missionaries of the Divine
Motherhood, qualified teachers and residents. Some of the teachers were former
leprosy patients themselves.

The common thread between institutions like the IMH and the leprosarium is
their dedication to caring for individuals marginalised by society. These patients
value the opportunity to overcome their physical and mental limitations and to lead
normal lives. This spirit of compassion and inclusivity has long been embodied
in Buangkok, reflecting its legacy of transforming lives through chivalry and

benevolence.
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Intangible cultural heritage carries profound and longstanding cultural connotations and contains cultural information
resources of significant value. It possesses multiple value attributes, including historical continuity and cultural identity,
artistic aesthetics and cultural confidence, as well as open sharing and commercial economy. The inheritance of living
intangible culture is challenging in a metropolis like Singapore where technology and society advance rapidly, new media is
booming, and lifestyles and content require continual adjustment. It is heartening to observe how a group of young people
working tirelessly to promote Bangsawan, a highly popular Malay theatre genre for over a century, prior to the advent of
cinema in Singapore.

Noor Azhar Mohamed, 49, the founder and chief executive officer of Opera Academy (OA), founded in 2022, is the
driving force behind the revival of Bangsawan. He, along with Muhd Zaid Ismail, 49 and Muhd Hafiz Yusof, 36, are the
“Three Musketeers” who collaborated to produce another successful Bangsawan Festival in Singapore. The concept of the
Bangsawan Festival was conceived in 2019 when Azhar was leading Anggerik Temasek Bangsawan, a young Bangsawan
group he formed that same year. The highlight of this year’s Bangsawan Festival was the premiere of a new production
“Sri Wikrama Wira” written by Anwar Hadi Bin Ramli, 45, and directed by Nadiputra, 79, at the Esplanade Theatre Studio,
held on the last weekend of February in 2025. Each of the three musketeers has has his own expertise.

As a co-founder of Opera Academy, Hafiz, the Director of Programmes and Operations, as well as the Festival
Director, along with his team of curriculum planners, curated a holistic program that covers aspects of acting, singing,
music, and dance in Bangsawan, successfully attracting new participants. OA established collaborations with cultural
organisations such as Sheng Hong Arts Institute, schools, and community groups to expand the reach of the programs
and promote the intangible cultural heritage. Azhar’s advocacy of using modern approaches to make the art form
more accessible to younger generations proved to be the right strategy. By utilising digital platforms, cross-disciplinary
approaches and collaboration with other arts institutions like the Sheng Hong Arts Institute and Stellar School of Dance,
the festival has drawn numerous new audiences and partners.

Zaid brought with him a wealth of experience from both the public and private sectors, enabling him to establish strong
governance structures within the academy, ensuring that its daily operations were managed effectively. With his expertise
in business administration, he implemented policies and frameworks that would achieve the organisation’s financial
sustainability in the long run. Alongside Azhar, they adopted modern marketing strategies to revive traditional art forms,
ensuring that Bangsawan and Malay performances were accessible not only to older generations but also to younger
audiences. Through effective social media campaigns, strategic partnerships and innovative programming, the Opera
Academy is positioned as a dynamic and forward-thinking arts institution. Soon, the management discovered that there
are like-minded veterans and youth out there who want to make a positive contribution to the revival of Bangsawan.

Convinced of the importance of organising an event to raise the visibility of Bangsawan, Azhar gathered individuals
who share a passion for helping to bring Bangsawan back to the community. After months of collective efforts, the second
Singapore Bangsawan Festival was held with a wide range of inventive and interesting programmes from 9 February to
24 February 2025. The two-week arts festival included three performances of children Bangsawan's “The Nightingale" by
the young performers of Opera Academy, staged in the heartlands (Keat Hong Community Club on the 9 February and
Pasir Ris Elias Community Centre on 16 February). During the festival, workshops for Bangsawan dance and music, prop
making, storytelling and scriptwriting attracted many children and youth participants. The festival also hosted a conference
on Bangsawan and the premiere of a large-scale new work "Sri Wikrama Wira" (Singapore's second Raja), on 21 February
2025 at the Esplanade Theatre with four consecutive performances of the show on 22 and 23 February 2025. As a festival
that encompasses strong educational components, the Singapore Bangsawan Festival has received support from the
Esplanade-Theatres on the Bay, National Arts Council, Lee Foundation, People's Association, Anggerik Temasek
Bangsawan and several other organisations. The scale of the festival and the number of participants are unprecedented
injecting new impetus into the creative transformation, innovative development and inheritance of Bangsawan,
Malay Opera.
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Uniqueness of Seal Carving
In Singapore

A seal (in the simplest and most general terms) is a piece of material,
often stone, on which an identifier, often a name or pseudonym, is engraved.
Unlike seals from other cultures that are imprinted onto sealing wax or clay,
an East Asian seal is imprinted on paper with a specialised vermillion paste.

Seals that were used to verify one’s identity were possibly the earliest
form of Chinese art to arrive in Southeast Asia. Their impressions can
be seen in early documents, inscriptions, plaques, and temple artefacts.
By the mid-19th century, there would likely have been local carvers who
worked on seals within the Singaporean Chinese community, making them
pioneers of the practice in Singapore.

The earliest-known seal album printed in Singapore is the Shihanzhai
Seal Album, compiled in 1898 by Yeh Chih Yun (1859-1921, editor of Lat
Pau), which contained around 180 imprints of seals completed after he had
migrated to the south. Yeh’s seal carvings reflected the styles popular in
Nanyang at that time which are deemed “heterodox” stylisations. These
seal imprints are important early evidence that the history of seal carving
in Singapore cannot simply be understood within the confines of the art
form’s development in China.

Following the Japanese invasion of China during World War I, a wave
of Chinese seal carvers migrated to Singapore. This generation of seal
carvers was influenced to some extent by the modern Chinese art curriculum,
which began to regard seal carving as a visual art system. They contributed
significantly to the overall awareness and proficiency of seal carving in
Singapore. During this time, the conditions for the exhibition and circulation
of seal engravings had also taken shape in Singapore, with the printing of
seal engraving catalogues, seal imprint panels, and the presence of
organisations like the Nanyang Epigraphy, Calligraphy and Painting Society.
The market for the art of seal carving in Singapore had thus outgrown the
mainly practical requirements of the past.

The subsequent generation of seal carvers had mostly encountered
the practice through the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) during the
1960s to 1970s. It is worth noting that at that time, NAFA did not formally
establish a specialised seal carving programme. Instead, students pursued
their interest in seal carving and sought guidance from their teachers on
their own. As a result, more informal organisations such as art societies
played a crucial role in the development and sharing of seal carving during
this period. Seal carving was a mature art form by the 1980s. Practitioners
were not just producing seals with practical uses, but also creating more
artistic works.

Today, seal carving remains relevant to a new generation of practitioners
in Singapore, who, with their diverse cultural backgrounds and sources of
aesthetic inspiration still find within the square inch of red pigment a powerful
opportunity for self-expression. Their works forge a way ahead for a truly
Singaporean practice of the ancient art form, and ensure the survival of
the cultural practice long after the obsolescence of seals as verifiers of
identity.
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