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Foreword
Low Sze Wee

Over the last 30 years, Mr Yeo Mang Thong has made
very significant contributions to the writing of Singapore
art history. This is even more remarkable given Mr Yeo is

neither an art historian nor a curator by training.

Despite having a full-time job in the civil service, he has
devoted the past few decades, to researching Singapore’s
art history, particularly of the pre-war period. This task
is extremely challenging for several reasons. Firstly, many
documents and artworks from that period were destroyed
during the Japanese Occupation. Secondly, some of
the key artists were either killed during the war, or later
returned to China after the war ended. Lastly, except for a
brief period from the 1950s to the 1970s when art history
was taught at the University of Malaya, there has not
been sustained study and documentation of Singapore’s
art history. Even till today, there are few survey books on

this subject.

Hence, it could be said that when Mr Yeo’s interest in
Singapore’s early art scene emerged in the carly 1980s, he
had very little to work with. Given his strong background
in Chinese studies, Mr Yeo’s solution was to study
Chinese-language local newspapers of the period, most

of which had fortunately been preserved through the

years. This was an inspired decision, and it resulted in
his ground-breaking first book Essays on the History of
Pre-War Chinese Painting in Singapore in 1992. Through
his meticulous research, Mr Yeo demonstrated that the
art scene in Singapore from the late 1920s to the early
1940s was far from a cultural desert. Instead, we find a
vibrant art world filled with visiting artists, fund-raising
exhibitions and art society activities. The book provided
greater clarity on the art scene, particularly on artists
who are still little-known today, such as newspaper art
editors like Dai Yinlang and Xu Junlian who were active
in pre-war Singapore. Apart from contributing to a better
understanding of Singapore’s early art scene, the Chinese
art historian Professor Wang Bomin noted that the book
also provided new insights into the activities of famous
artists from China like Xu Beihong and Liu Haisu who

had visited Singapore during that period.

More than twenty years later, Mr Yeo has completed
his second book. Although his research methodology
remains the same, his ambit, this time, has widened
considerably. Whilst his first book concentrated on
Singapore’s art scene in the 1930s and 1940s, this book

looks further back in time to the late 19" century. Apart
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from relying on newspaper reports, Mr Yeo has drawn
upon a broader range ot visual culture materials such as
advertisements, shop signboards, storybook illustrations,
and newspaper cartoons. This has enriched his study of
the period especially since original artworks are no longer
extant. Hence, Mr Yeo’s new book includes insightful
essays on the early development of cartoons, woodcuts
and advertisements in Singapore, areas which remain
under-studied today. In addition, Mr Yeo has deepened
his research on artists like Tchang Ju Chi, Situ Qiao and

LT ] LV T

Low Sze Wee

Karl Duldig, and the new publication contains new in-
depth studies of these individuals, thereby furthering our

understanding of their practice.

Mr Yeo’s endeavours of passion and determination have
setagreat example for fellow researchers of Singapore’s art
history. More remains to be done with our local archives,
and much can be potentially achieved, as demonstrated by

Mr Yeo’s latest publication.

L T T T T T A T

He is presently Chief Executive Officer of the Singapore Chinese Cultural Center. Before this, he was the Director of Curatorial, Collections

and Education at National Gallery Singapore. Initally trained as a lawyer, Low later graduated with a Masters in History of Art from the School

of Oriental and African Studies, University of London. In 2007, he was awarded the National Heritage Board (NHB) Research Award for his

contribution to scholarship on Singapore and Southeast Asian art history. Three of his exhibitions have garnered NHB Exhibition Awards:

Convergences — Chen Wen Hsi Centennial Exchibition (2007), The Big Picture Show (2008, co-curated with Ong Zhen Min) and Xu Beibong (2008, co-

curated with Chow Yian Ping). In 2013, Low was the first Singaporean to be named a fellow of the prestigious Clore Leadership Programme.
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