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An Emergency in Art

An exhibit in Singapore reveals the different ways ways
paintings can be used to promote a political cause.

Y SOMLA NOLESHINOV - JLSS0P
HE MALAVAN FMERGESCY, A
tormn esod by tae Rritish oolosial
gerermecnt i descrile ks poes-
rills war wath the Malsean Com-
mumae: Parry in the 1080, i a

dark, mther noglooied perind of Sings-
e’ hiory. Indood, if's hard o imagone
that todey's city of arderly strocts, whene &
lplr.l'm]l i m.]uun!:lltmurﬂxmfm pei-
ke 1y amsemble, was oree & hotbed of polit-
icul and social upheaval with regnalar wark-
ef sirikes, student protests and rade dots.

During thode nemulmoos tinws, the
two vides shared one comumon goal; the
“Mabwyanizstion” of srr end culture. The
British enbonial powres thoughs thar pave

I'lll.:tnnd.u;ul.l:u.rr wunshd win 1]'||:

I'H.".I'I.l and minds of the bocal

in its anti-communie war-the first dop

!_r.m'lrd groaier oohouion amoasg the e

phon’s diverss ethrie comminitees, AL the

s tieme, the boft-wing waiths they were

tighting suppored Malwya culoare s the

path townred independenos,

At wiis g pevveriul propagands ool fiar
botly sbdes, Works prosucnsd by owosigmili-
cuiit art socictics abigaed with those op-
posing dbkdes wro newe o display bn = From
Words o Fietures: Art Duning the Emes-
peney” ot the Singnpore Ast Mueim
(thrvugh ot 311 Works by the Brivish-
bowt ol Bingmpore Art Society depict a gon-
the Tl e tlie tropics, where fkshermen and
farmens go about ther ks poscciully;
ncrors the galiery the social-realit Kgua-
tor At Sockty's paintings re-
flect the moch grider experi-
ences of the local

The exhibition pn-lmu
videnos of sevneral all the wrtlsts
from both sides recalling their
memorics of the pered. In
o, Ho Kok Hoe, who headed
the Singapon: Art Sockety in
U S0w, recouses how s
membery inchaled famons lo-
cal wmiits file Chen Wen Hs,
Geodgeite Chen and Liv Kang,
who all playad 2 impertant
o i dherdioping the Sanvianmg
siyle, & fasion of Exssern phi-

with Wotorn oithetacs, style  DUELING BRUSHES Croseg Soo Peng's peaceial
Tremeae Gorl (top), Chest's Epee Posm of Maleys™

Enid Compoton,

The Simgpapare Ar Sockety's pakatis
:hp&'lnmmﬁchﬂmnfﬁﬂjlhﬁg:
far remdved froen the bormod in the streets,
Cheong Soo Peeng's “Seaside,” painted in
1940 in 2 calm rendithon of fishermen,
while Lin's *The Padang™ sloras a loese fig-
wrr madntaining the gras o froct of ihe
Sapeeme Comrt snd ooty ball - a smbol of

the Hratish awthomty's crderl.
rcss, expladns the shoe's con-
o, Seog Y T “While there s
scurt ovidonoe of 8 direct
Hritish control on the subjects
or svie the Nanysag artns
adopted, this docs not exchude
the possiliilicy of them hndng
an nfluencs thivagh thidr pa-
tromage” amvE Seag. “Artsts
could have boen éncourayed
o paind certain - subjects be-
caust they knew thet such
works woold  sell well with
EXPOETiates”

By contrast, the Egustor
Art Sockty wantod to o art,
theaior, birrsturne and musie o
awaken a H:lh}'.l.n COTERCAmS
niess in the hope of forging in-
deponidenee. 1t alsn aimed in
critically. portray the  living
conditions of  the  warking
clisses. “We were ol very ide-
nlistic)” rocalln artiss Koeli Sal
Yong, who was part of the
group, “Pabitical growps amd art
groups fought for the same
thimgs: m pove 3 smeother
rouie ke Maloys at the time”

The mdst fmous painting
b emaboddy thut spirt b Chus
Mia Tee's “Notiopal Language
Clas,” which depicts a group
of Chinese anadenta hrmn!
the Malay laypeage Balasa
Melayu. - Scribbled on ihe

chalkboard behind them, the phrascs
*What ks yousr name?™ and *Whiere do you
Eve!®™ go beyord o simple Isnguage bewan
aniil touch on e core issue of calmiral iden.
tity, In*Epie Poem of Malaya"{ 1959}, Chua
depivts a group of stodents listening
carnithy o a man reading natioaakistie
poema aboust Makayn: A hint of ight in the
dark clouds signals better daye shead with
the arzival of independene., sugpests Seng.

Singapare anid Malaysa were brieily
united following medependemes, but  the
Coniftfe sparaded mo 1995, pullitg an
end to the Malsranirstion ideal Sell, te
st of ant o & propagands ool reesine
cuTTent) abntaining socal hesmony iR
Siegapore’s maltiracal sty s one of
the by nsoes dicding the grrrmesent’s
eedusonibil poof the sriw boday: =




