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Singaporean Existentialist Artist,
Mr Tan Teck Heng

Mr Tan Teck Heng (b. 1958) is an internationally impactful artist
who was raised in Singapore. Over the years, he has dedicated himself
to his works, inspired by the core of traditional Chinese culture and the
distinctive aesthetics of the Nanyang region, infused with a passion
for cultural heritage and visual narrative. He has travelled extensively
throughout Southeast Asia and has held exhibitions in nations and
regions, including Japan, Taiwan, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, the
Netherlands, and Macau. His career in art began with printmaking,
although he has also tried other media such as sculpture, pastels, and
oil painting. His oil paintings are famous for their fast and daring use of
colour—occasionally, he even applies paint directly from the tube onto
the canvas, similar to the acclaimed Indonesian artist Affandi—resulting
in works that are full of life and emotional depth.

By means of abstraction, Tan Teck Heng seeks to convey deeper,
more intricate truths that exist beyond what the eye can see. He rejects
realism—the direct, unbiased portrayal of reality and instead emphasises
the anxieties and concerns of the individual's inner world. He highlights
the presence and freedom of choice of the specific individual in a world
that appears devoid of meaning; fundamentally, his work aligns with the
philosophical and artistic movement that originated in Europe during
the 20th-century: Existentialism. In the genealogy of contemporary
art outlined by Alfred H. Barr in 1936, Western modern art begins with
Van Gogh, Gauguin, Cézanne, and Seurat, progressing through several
phases until, without exception, it ultimately merges into types
of abstract art—both geometric and non-geometric. This signifies a
historical path—an inevitable outcome of both philosophical speculation
and evolution of art throughout history. Before the invention of photogra-
phy, the primary function of painting was to document and imitate
reality—to depict subjects with realistic accuracy. The arrival of
the camera made this role of painting unnecessary; abstract art
emerged specifically as a response to this crisis. Painting was thus
freed from the need to compete with the camera for realism and
accuracy, enabling it to revert to its distinct purpose: exploring the
mysteries of visual perception itself.

For many, Tan Teck Heng's sculptural works can also be challeng-
ing to interpret—making viewers confused or even perplexed, much less
enabling them to comprehend the deep philosophical concepts em-
bedded within. Nevertheless, when analysed through the perspective
of Gilles Deleuze's theoretical framework, everything suddenly seems
to align with remarkable clarity. In Deleuze's aesthetics, the essence of
art is found not in representation, but in "sensation". Deleuze observes:
"The subject is that what comes to a viewpoint—or rather, what remains
within it"; furthermore, "any viewpoint is a viewpoint of variation. It is
not the viewpoint that changes according to the subject—at least, not
initially." The existentialist works of Tan Teck Heng express his steadfast
philosophy of purity: that tangible artworks originate from intangible
concepts—concepts which, in themselves, constitute the work; that art
should act as a medium for feelings; and that the creative process is
more important than the final product.

Tan Teck Heng possesses a liberated approach to spirituality; he
finds profound beauty in Buddhist texts while also being acutely aware of
modern trends. Using the paintbrush and the carving tool as his media,
he builds a connection between the metaphysical and the physical
realms, crafting a multidimensional narrative about the nature of life,
culture, and existence—a pursuit in which he discovers genuine joy.
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Madam White Snake and Mahabharata
on the Cross-Cultural Stage

Performing arts function not only as reflections of cultural values but also
as catalysts for social interaction, education, and community unity. In Singapore's
multicultural context, they have traditionally enabled cross-cultural interaction and
mutual understanding. Since the 1950s, folk tales from various cultures have been
transformed into plays, dance dramas, and operas. A review of Singapore's various
interpretations of The White Snake and the Mahabharata reveals how these productions
have fostered intercultural understanding.

The Legend of the White Snake, one of China’s four great folk tales, has been
performed many times in Singaporean Chinese opera. A landmark intercultural
adaptation took place in 1990, when the narrative was presented by the Temple of Fine
Arts (TFA) as an Indian dance drama, directed by HH Swami Shantanand Suraswathi
and choreographed by Gopal Shetty of the Temple of Fine Arts, captivating multi-ethnic
audiences. Guided by HH Swami Shantan Suraswathi and choreographed by
Gopal Shetty, this version altered aspects of the original story while incorporating the
concept of the "law of Karma", creating an echo together with the tension between
individual desire and societal expectations in Chinese folk tales. Even though
hardship arises from resisting conformity, it is ultimately celebrated through the
true love between Madam White Snake and Xu Xian. Playing the leading role was
Sujatha Rajagopalan, an accomplished Bharathanatyam practitioner from TFA, who
presented the role with elements from aspects of her training.

In 2011, the Chinese Theatre Circle (CTC) reimagined Madam White Snake as
a Cantonese opera performed entirely in Malay. Leslie Wong from CTC collaborated
with Sri Warisan Som Said Performing Arts and retired Malay teacher Goh Eng
Choon. Challenges involved mastering Malay pronunciation and adapting the language
to the high-pitched melodic structure of Cantonese opera. Som Said recalled that for
Aryanto, the Malay drummer who participated, it was "an exciting attempt—full of
unknowns, but valuable and worth trying." The performance attracted a diverse
but engaged audience from various ethnic backgrounds, demonstrating the artistic
potential of language blending.

Indian epics have similarly been adapted as a Chinese play by Arts & Acts,
a bilingual theatre group. Inspired by the success of its Ramayana performed in Japan, a
Mandarin Mahabharata by Arts & Acts was presented for Singapore's Young People's
Theatre Festival in 1989. The production was based on the traditional Javanese
Wayang Wong, the cast of 31 students underwent training in Javanese classical
dance stylisations. Actor Phua Cheng How later reflected that the experience
deepened his understanding of India culture, and that the epic's themes of morality
and justice remain relevant. This educational initiative paved the way for a new
adaptation two decades later.

In 2016, the Jade Opera Group presented a Hokkien opera based on the
Mahabharata, attracting a significant group of Indian audience—partly due to
thorough previews in the Tamil newspaper Tamil Murasu. Group founder Hong Xiu
Yu acknowledged that connecting Tamil-speaking audiences with a Hokkien art form
would have been challenging without media support.

On 28 February 2026, Singaporean choreographer and multidisciplinary artist
Shantha Ratii presented Blindfolded at the Victoria Theatre. Combining dance and
theatre, the production showcased Shantha Ratii in the roles of director, choreographer,
and lead performer. She noted that the Mahabharata is often viewed through prominent
male figures such as Krishna and Arjuna, or through the heroine Draupadi. In contrast,
Blindfolded explores the epic from the perspective of Gandhari.

Two performers portray Gandhari on stage: one her external persona and the
other her inner consciousness. At times they confront one another directly; at other
moments, one performer engages with the audience and debates with Gandhari on
stage. These philosophical discussions, characterised by tension and contradiction,
constitute one of the most intriguing aspects of the production. To reach a wider
audience, the performance was presented in English with subtitles.

To portray the eighteen-day war, Shantha Ratii worked alongside performers
from the Era Dance Theatre Limited, founded by Cultural Medallion awardee Osman
Hamid, and members of Anbalahan’s Indian martial arts troupe. The combination of
contemporary dance and traditional martial arts created a dynamic interpretation of
battle and offered an unforgettable theatrical experience.

Cross-cultural productions have thrived in Singapore for decades. The next
step is to move beyond merely merging artists, music, and dance from various
traditions. Deeper dialogue among artists and scholars are needed to explore
the essence of diverse cultural expressions and recreate them with a distinctive
Singaporean spirit. Without such critical reflection, cross-cultural works may turn
into exotic spectacles rather than authentic venues of cultural negotiation. Such
efforts will enable cross-cultural performing arts to reach new heights.
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Classical-style poetry in
Singapore Chinese literature

Classical-style poetry and prose can be said to be the earliest forms
of writings in Singapore Chinese literature. It was through the vigorous
efforts of Tso Ping-lung (1850-1924) and Huang Tsun-hsien (1848-1905)
—then consulate-generals in Singapore appointed by the Qing government
—that a literary scene gradually took shape. The two men were accomplished
poets who wrote numerous works inspired by local sceneries, products and
daily lives. They established literary societies, actively set up schools and
encouraged writing, making way for the emergence of a literati class.

Later, Khoo Seok Wan (1874-1941) started other literary societies in
the late 19th century to continue promoting the writing of classical-style
poetry, including establishing Tan She (Sandalwood Society) with poet-
monk Shi Ruiyu (c.1867-1953) and others in the 1920s. In 1926, Tan
She published Tanxie shiji (Poetry Collection of the Sandalwood Society),
which stands as the only extant collection of poems by a poetry society
in Singapore in the early years. Its content reflects not only local life and
culture, but also nostalgia for the homeland in China, revealing the complex
emotions of early Chinese settlers in Singapore. Khoo himself also
composed numerous Singapore-themed poems rich in Nanyang flavour.

In those days, Chinese poets frequently adopted the concise and
popular "bamboo-branch verse" form of poetry to chronicle the daily life
and social landscape of Southeast Asia, which helped to deepen our
understanding of pre-war Singapore. Lee Keng Lian's Nanyang zhuzhi
ci huibian (Compendium of Bamboo-branch Verses of Southeast Asia)
contains more than 4,000 of such poems published in Chinese-language
newspapers.

During the Japanese Occupation, under the oppressive rule of the
Japanese military government, a group of poets continued to engage in
clandestine poetic exchanges, documenting their traumatic experiences
and yearning for liberation from Japanese rule. Such works were published
after the war and chronicled the entire history of the occupation, specifically
mentions the Sook Ching Massacre, as well as the various forms of tyranny
and social anomalies during the period.

Classical-style poetry flourished in Singapore from the post-war period
to the country’s nation-building era. In 1958, a group of poets founded
Xin Sheng Poets Society, which remains active today and is the oldest
Chinese poetry society in Singapore. Poet Pan Shou (1911-1999), hailed
as a "national treasure", is considered Singapore's last prominent 20th
century poet who wrote in the classical style. A man of profound learning,
Pan’s works are refined and concise, incorporating current affairs to offer
fresh perspectives.

Classical-style poetry has readers of all ages today. The Xin Sheng
Poets Society and the General Society for Chinese Classical Poetry
(International) were founded in 1990, and the latter launched the biannual
journal Xinzhou yayuan (Elegantiae Florilegium of the New Island) in 2015
to provide local poets and students with a platform to publish and
exchange classical poetry. A group of students from the National University
of Singapore also formed the Nanjin Poetry Club in 2016 to actively
promote the study and writing of classical-style poetry on campus.
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Balestier Road has historically been one of Singapore's most lively
dining streets. From traditional bak kut teh stalls to fish head steamboat
and humble zi char eateries, the area offers a vibrant collection of
local tastes. In recent years, a surge of Chinese restaurants, particularly
those focused on Sichuan cuisine and mutton hotpot, has enhanced its
culinary allure. Close by is the historic Balestier Market, built in 1922 to
accommodate roaming street hawkers. Today, it stands as one of the rare
remaining "rural-style" markets.

Besides cooked food, Balestier maintains the patterns of daily existence.
The Lam Yeo Coffee Powder Factory continues to operate under third-gener-
ation ownership, upholding the tradition of roasting and grinding beans
sourced from around the world including Indonesia, Brazil and Colombia.
Similarly, long-standing bakeries produce handmade bread daily, reinforcing
shared memories of the traditional Nanyang breakfast.

In terms of its residential structure, area at the north of Balestier
Road includes the early public housing estate of St. Michael's, which is
now part of Whampoa. This estate is part of the broader Kallang public
housing cluster. Significantly, Jalan Ma'mor continues to showcase rare
HDB terrace houses, providing an insight into an unusual housing type.

Balestier's streets exhibit layers of colonial and regional history. The
northern roads are often named after honorific titles such as Jalan Rajah
and Jalan Datoh, while others pay tribute to early Chinese pioneers, as
illustrated by Whampoa Road. These names bring to mind a time when
dialect expressions such as "Tai Gin" (a respectful title for officials) were
commonly used. The area formerly known as "Or Kio" (Black Bridge) got
its name from a black wooden bridge that connected Ah Hood Road and
Toa Payoh, and served as a stronghold for secret societies.

In contrast, the southern area has roads named after cities in Burma
such as Mandalay Road and Irrawaddy Road. This reflects historical ties
to Myanmar. Highlighting the district's multicultural heritage, a Teochew
%emgtery was formerly located between Balestier Road and Thomson

oad.

The area is named after Joseph Balestier, the first American consul
in Singapore, who held office in the early nineteenth century. He established
a large sugarcane plantation, which he eventually sold off due to financial
difficulties. The passing of his wife, Maria, and their son in Singapore
marked the conclusion of his stay here. Maria is remembered for giving
the "Revere Bell" to St. Andrew’s Cathedral, a unique relic beyond the
United States.

Tan Tock Seng Hospital, one of Singapore's oldest hospitals, relocated
to this area in the early twentieth century. Founded by Tan Tock Seng, the
hospital expanded with the support from prominent benefactors such as
Loke Yew and Wee Boon Teck, demonstrating a blend of colonial economic
priorities and public well-being.

Balestier showcases a diverse array of pre-war architectural structures.
The most notable is Sun Yat Sen Nanyang Memorial Hall, previously
known as Wan Qing Yuan. It later served as a base for revolutionary activities
led by Sun Yat-sen, and currently functions as a museum honouring the
contributions of overseas Chinese to China's revolution.

The district is also a home to ornate shophouses such as those found
on Kim Keat Road. These showcase a fusion of Baroque and local styles
featuring colourful tiles and decorative plasterwork. Others, designed by
Kwan Yow Luen, feature carvings of Sikh guards, honouring the Sikhs'
significant role in colonial law enforcement.

Religious and community organisations enhance Balestier's character.
Temples and dining halls once offered shelter and support to migrant
workers, particularly women. The Burmese Buddhist Temple remains one
of the most prominent outside Myanmar, symbolising the cultural variety
inherent in the area.

After the war, Balestier emerged as a hub for Malay film production.
Studios situated along Jalan Ampas created numerous films throughout
the 1950s and 1960s. Nonetheless, geopolitical tensions eventually led
to the industry's downturn.

Similar to a movie, Balestier has undergone cycles of rise and trans-
formation while representing a complex urban story. Historic shophouses
coexist with modern developments, intertwining heritage retention and
modernisation in this uniquely layered district.
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