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Eng Joo Heng:
A Dedicated Printmaking Artist

_Eng Joo Heng (b. 1956) was born in Singapore. He previously attended
the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris before advancing
his education at the renowned Atelier 17, specialising in printmaking under
the guidance of Stanley William Hayter (1901-1988). From 2001 to 2003,
he attained a Master of Fine Arts at RMIT University (Royal Melbourne
Institute of Technology) in Australia.

From 1991 to 2002, Eng lectured at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts
(NAFA) and in 2003, he joined the Singapore Tyler Print Institute (STPI) as
Workshop Manager and Senior Printer, a position he held until his retirement
in 2020. Between 1998 and 2003, Singapore's Land Transport Authority (LTA)
commissioned his works as public artworks for Serangoon MRT Station on the
North East Line. In 2006, he was commissioned again to create a large-scale
multi-block woodcut for the Embassy of the Republic of Singapore in Japan.

Eng spent his childhood in the fishing village of Tuas. In 1982, he
enrolled as a full-time student at NAFA before heading to Paris alone in 1983
to seek additional artistic education. Despite his initial failure to secure formal
enrolment at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, his perseverance
caught the attention of Professor Carron, who permitted him to attend studio
classes as an unofficial student. Such informal arrangements were quite
typical, and although professors occasionally offered guidance, students
were responsible for supplying their own materials.

During his studies, Eng took French language classes, obtained the
necessary residence permit, and financed his living expenses by working
part-time in Chinese restaurants. He rented a small attic room without a
private toilet for 600 francs monthly, managing to make ends meet under
these circumstances.

A crucial turning point came in 1986 when he joined Atelier 17, where he
began the intensive printmaking training that would shape his artistic journey.
With minimal prior experience in the medium, he learned and mastered every
technique from the basics. Various printmaking techniques yield unique
visual effects, and Atelier 17 gained worldwide acclaim for its technical
advancements, particularly its intricate approach to printing multiple
colours from a single plate—considered then as one of the world's leading
achievements in contemporary printmaking.

In 1991, Eng returned to Singapore and began teaching printmaking at
NAFA. At that time, printmaking was available solely as an elective and drew
a limited number of students. As the Academy gradually expanded its fine arts
programme, printmaking evolved into an elective for first-year students and
later became a major subject for second-year students. Eng was tasked
with creating and developing the printmaking curriculum for the Academy,
establishing the foundation for future generations of printmakers in Singapore.

Towards the close of 2002, upon the recommendation of Kwok Kian
Chow (b. 1955), the founding Director of the Singapore Art Museum (SAM),
Eng became the workshop manager at STPI. He worked closely with many top
artists in Singapore, creating limited-edition prints and assisting in bringing
their artistic visions to life in technically proficient print editions. His role as
master printer played a crucial part in advancing collaborative printmaking
practices in Singapore.

Reflecting on his artistic philosophy, Eng observed:

"l am fascinated by the phenomena and forms found in nature. Nature's
richness is an inexhaustible source of inspiration, and | also seek to incorporate
lived space into my works. Space is always present in my compositions,
whether through structure or colour. In my artistic practice, | constantly strive
to experiment with new techniques, because only through innovation can art
possess vitality and freshness. Printmaking differs from other forms of painting
only in its medium; its artistic purpose remains the same. The pursuit of art
is like the journey of an explorer—it demands extraordinary perseverance,
patience, and courage. Only by scaling new heights, breaking through existing
boundaries, and continuously innovating can one go further and keep art truly
alive."

Eng believes that printmaking has significant potential as a medium for art.
Its comparative cost-effectiveness makes it more accessible for the public than
many other art forms, promoting broader appreciation and collections. At the same
time, printmaking acts as a medium for technical exploration and as a standalone
artistic language featuring unique expressive capabilities. Despite the relatively
small community of professional printmakers in Singapore, Eng Joo Heng
and his peers have persistently pushed the limits of the medium through their
unwavering dedication, technical skill, and a lasting commitment to artistic
innovation.
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In Singapore's changing cultural scene, Jenny Neo (£75if) is a prominent figure
in the promotion and evolution of Chinese dance. Since 2021, as the Artistic Director
of the Singapore Chinese Dance Theatre (SCDT), her artistic path reflects a dedication
to two intimately connected objectives: delving into heritage and cultural origins (ifiiE 3
#, suoyuan xungen) and engaging in cross-cultural experimentation (¥ % 34). Through
her directorial initiatives and choreography, Neo has explored innovative methods for traditional
dance styles to interact with contemporary themes and varied cultural influences.

At the core of Neo's artistic philosophy is a rigorous approach to training and talent
cultivation. She enthusiastically supports emerging choreographers and dancers, encouraging
them to draw inspiration from their personal experiences and various movement styles
while upholding a solid technical foundation in classical Chinese dance. Her training
emphasizes physical precision—incorporating flexibility, strength and spatial awareness—
as well as the internal unity of breath, intention and emotional expression.

A strong illustration of this approach is SCDT's Impression of Telok Ayer, which
premiered in 2025. The initial segment of the programme was choreographed by
the company's Creative Director, Benedict Soh, in collaboration with two young dancers,
Gabriella Gleichenia Gautama and Wong Wen Ru. For the latter part, Beneath the Beams,
Beyond the Realm, Neo engaged veteran Malay dancer and choreographer Azmi Johari
to collaborate on the creation. The programme united various generations, artistic
expressions and cultural perspectives, reflecting Neo’s belief in collaboration as a means
of expanding the possibilities of Chinese dance.

Born into a family of dancers, Neo began her formal training in Chinese classical and
ethnic folk dance under the guidance of her mother, Madam Lim Moi Kim, who is the founder
of the Singapore Chinese Dance Theatre, known as the Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan
Chinese Dance Company, established in 1989. In 2004, Neo was awarded a training grant
and scholarship jointly by the National Arts Council and the Hokkien Huay Kuan to further
her professional education at the Beijing Dance Academy. She later attended LASALLE College
of the Arts, where she obtained a Bachelor of Arts with Honours in 2009.

Her personal training experience has influenced her commitment to nurturing the
upcoming generation of dancers and choreographers. In 2021, upon taking on the position
of Artistic Director of SCDT, Neo worked with Benedict Soh to relaunch Igniting Sparks,
an initiative that had been paused for a year due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Focusing on
the theme "Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow," the showcase featured performances by eleven
young dancers, most of whom were graduates from dance institutions in Singapore and
overseas. The showcase provided these young artists an opportunity to evaluate their
choreographic and performance skills, while also obtaining important media visibility.

The initiative emerged during a difficult time for Chinese dance in Singapore. The
number of schools participating in the Ministry of Education's annual Singapore Youth
Festival with Chinese dance entries has dropped significantly, while opportunities for
Chinese dance groups to perform have become increasingly limited. In light of this
context, SCDT has taken on the crucial role of cultivating a new generation of Chinese
dance choreographers and performers. For Neo, sustaining the art form involves not just
preserving established traditions, but creating opportunities for young artists to reinterpret
and expand upon them.

Aside from conventional methods, Neo's career has also been distinguished by
daring explorations into cross-cultural collaboration. An impressive instance is Inter/
Change, created for the NUS Arts Festival in collaboration with Music Director Nawaz
Mirajkar. Inspired by the Silk Road as a historical emblem of cultural interaction and
communication, the piece utilised abstract imagery and evocative costume designs to
delve into themes of birth, transformation and collective human experience. In Life of a
Silkworm, for instance, encased silver-white garments evoke the lifecycle of the silkworm
and its metamorphosis into silk. The production brought together Chinese dance techniques
with Indian music, live instruments and a range of multicultural musical influences,
including Persian, Spanish and Xinjiang rhythms. Instead of viewing these cultural aspects as
distinct traditions, Neo aimed to foster a conversation between them, demonstrating how
movement, music and visual art can transcend cultural boundaries. The production garnered
an enthusiastic reaction from the young audience who filled the University Cultural Hall at
the National University of Singapore.

Under Neo's artistic leadership, SCDT has persisted in enhancing its presence both
locally and globally. The company won a Gold Award at the 2017 International Dance Festival
in Hanoi for a dance drama adapted from The Wilderness, a renowned play by Cao Yu, one
of China’s most important playwrights in the 20th century. SCDT has also been invited to
perform in Canada, Spain, Korea, China, Indonesia and Malaysia.

For Neo, international festivals represent more than just opportunities to showcase
performances overseas. These platforms serve as crucial venues for artistic and professional
growth, enabling dancers and creative professionals to experiment with their abilities in
new settings, experience various artistic approaches and engage with audiences from a
range of cultural backgrounds. Performing in unfamiliar environments, she observes, also
urges dancers to be more adaptable and reactive to unforeseen circumstances.
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Geylang Bahru:
A community that arose from marshland

Geylang Bahru is a relatively peaceful residential neighbourhood located
in the Kallang planning area. It is home to 25 public housing blocks, a light
industrial zone and public organisations. Underneath its structured city roads
once existed a terrain characterised by rivers, swamps and wooden boats. Its
story is one of how Singapore transformed a wet frontier into a modern urban
community.

Long before the establishment of public housing, the region was part of
Kolam Ayer, a Malay term that translates to "water pond". The old Jalan Kolam
Ayer used to trace the curves of the Kallang River and its adjacent marshes
before being incorporated into the Pan-Island Expressway. The name lives
on today in the Kolam Ayer Community Club, maintaining a connection to the
area's past.

During the nineteenth century, the Kallang River served as one of Singapore's
earliest industrial routes. Sailing boats transported raw materials from the
Malay Peninsula and islands to factories situated along the riverbanks. Brick
kilns, leather factories, sawmills, sago factories, rubber factories, shipyards
and engineering shops expanded along the waterways and were mainly operated
by Chinese entrepreneurs. Nearby villages such as Kampong Kuchai and
Kampong Hock Soon prospered. The inhabitants synchronised their lives with
the tides. Boats were not simply a mode of transportation but a vital aspect
of everyday life.

This scenery underwent significant transformation in the 1960s and 1970s.
Extensive improvement projects straightened and deepened the Kallang River,
while soil from Toa Payoh was utilised to reclaim the adjacent wetlands.
Wetlands were gradually supplanted by roads, modern factories and HDB
estates. Geylang Bahru was essentially created from reclaimed land.

Water, nonetheless, never disappeared completely. In 2008, Singapore's
ABC Waters Programme revamped a section of the river into a redesigned
Kolam Ayer ABC Waterfront. Instead of traditional cargo boats known as
twakows, the river now attracts joggers, cyclists and local residents seeking
tranquillity. Although the river no longer supports trade, it continues to influence
community life in another manner.

The neighbourhood also showcases several aspects of Singapore's social
and economic past. Mandarin Theatre, which opened in 1977, was once
a popular cinema catering to workers and families in the nearby housing
estates and industrial zones. The location has since been redeveloped into
GB Point, yet it recalls an era when neighbourhood cinemas were community
entertainment.

Nearby once were significant rubber factories such as Lee Rubber Factory,
which prospered during the rubber boom in Singapore. Coolies transported
processed rubber onto twakows, which delivered goods along the Kallang
River to waiting ocean-going ships offshore. The success of businessman Lee
Kong Chian and his subsequent philanthropic contributions highlighted the
significance of the rubber industry for Singapore's development.

Geylang Bahru also became a site for enterprises relocated due to urban
development. In the 1970s, funeral-related businesses relocated here from
the old Sago Lane in Chinatown, creating one of Singapore's best-known
clusters in the funeral industry. In other parts of the estate, government
entities took over older industrial roles gradually, demonstrating the ongoing
development of the neighbourhood.

The location of the current Ministry of Manpower Services Centre once
served as the headquarters for Singapore's Civil Defence Force and, even
earlier, the Singapore Work Brigade. Together, these successive organisations
reflect the nation's transition from emergency response and nation-building to
a contemporary framework of public administration and labour services.

Few traces of the old riverside villages exist today. The boats have
departed, the labour-intensive factories have given way to new developments,
and the old cinema has shut down. Nevertheless, remnants of each era
remain in the community. Walking through Geylang Bahru today, it is difficult
to envision that the roads previously constituted a tidal wetland where boats
transported goods and communities resided by the water. Its transformation
offers a remarkable illustration of how Singapore's cityscape has consistently
reshaped itself while preserving fragments of its past.
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An Overview of
Singapore’s Chinese Music Scene

Singapore's early Chinese music scene grew out of two distinct immigrant
streams. The first were the Peranakans—descendants of Chinese settlers
who arrived before the 19th century, intermarried with local Malay women
and developed a hybrid cultural identity. The Peranakans blended Western
pop, jazz, Hawaiian, and Latin music (like cha-cha-cha and mambo) with
Nanyang influences—pairing instruments such as the Malay serunai with
Hokkien tunes, and mixing violins, guitars, and ukuleles with the rebana
(frame drum) and knobbed gong. Their music accompanied forms like dondang
sayang (Malay love ballads), pantun (a Malay poetic form), bangsawan opera,
and wayang Peranakan (Peranakan musical theatre), often performed
through amateur societies formed during the colonial era.

The second group, the sinkehs, were newer Chinese immigrants arriving
from the 19th to early 20th centuries from dialect regions in China including
Fujian and Guangdong provinces. They brought native instruments and
traditions that flourished particularly during Chinese festivities. Clan associ-
ations established by the sinkehs acted as hubs for social and emotional
connection and played pivotal roles in fostering the development of Chinese
music in Singapore. The rise of amusement parks like New World, Great
World, and Gay World in the 20th century drew acclaimed musicians and
actors from China and encouraged local music groups to professionalise.
These musical groups also played roles in fundraising for Chinese revolutionary
causes and wartime relief efforts.

There are two broad categories of Singapore's Chinese music: dialect-
based genres (traditional and religious music, nursery rhymes, and dialect
pop, particularly Hokkien and Cantonese) and pan-Chinese genres (shiyue,
xinyao, Chinese orchestral music, getai, Mandarin pop, English pop covered
by Chinese musicians, and Western-style Chinese music). Each dialect
community maintained its own distinct folk songs, opera forms, narrative
arts, and instrumental traditions.

Post-independence, Singapore's multicultural nation-building direction
helped Chinese music flourish, with new venues like the National Theatre
(1963) and Kreta Ayer People's Theatre (1969) to perform at. Government
policy also positioned Chinese music as a symbol of ethnic culture. The 1979
Speak Mandarin Campaign sidelined dialects from the national education
policy, causing a decline of popularity in dialect-based music between 1980
and 2010, which was then kept alive mainly through grassroots initiatives.
In recent years, government support has resurged, including championing
academic seminars and the founding of the Singapore Chinese Cultural
Centre, heralding a new era in the evolution of traditional Chinese culture.

Shielded from the impact of China's Cultural Revolution (1966-1976),
Singapore's Chinese music culture largely preserved its originality while being
enriched by the confluence of diverse ethnicities and cultures over time.
The result is a distinctive Singapore Chinese music soundscape shaped by
a century of cultural interaction and experimentation, weaving together the
melodies of immigrant Chinese, Peranakan and contemporary Chinese
musicians to form a vibrant tapestry of Singaporean Chinese music.
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