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Pictorialism and Modernity
in Singapore, 1950–60
CHARMAINE TOH

Abstract
This article investigates the practice of pictorial photography in Singapore from
1950–60. It avoids a modernist art discourse that has traditionally positioned
pictorialism in opposition to modern photography and argues that in Singapore,
at least, pictorialism marked the start of a modern practice of photography that
was predicated on the notion of a fully self-conscious and autonomous art form.
Drawing upon John Clark’s study of the transmission and transformation of
stylistic practices from Europe and North America to Asia in his book Modern Asian
Art (1998), this article considers Singapore’s particular social and political situation
to explain how pictorialism’s associated practices changed in this new context.

In Singapore, the first Open Photographic Exhibition at the British Council
Hall in January 1950 marked the start of a sustained pictorial photography
practice and a period of intense production and circulation of photographs.1
This essay takes a close look at pictorial photography in Singapore from 1950–
60, paying particular attention to Singapore’s specific social and historical
context. The 1950s were Singapore’s key nation-building years, coming after
the Japanese occupation from 1942–45 and just before Singapore gained
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independence from the British and joined the newly formed Malaysia in 1963.
The decade saw an increasing sense of Singapore as a nation, culminating in
self-governance in 1959. Photographers were not isolated from these wider
developments, and I seek to demonstrate how they appropriated the pictorial
movement towards their own ends. Using an expanded understanding of
pictorialism that is not dependent on western modernism’s chronology of
stylistic developments, I clarify the way pictorial photography intersected
with modern Singapore society. In the following sections, I discuss three
broad categories under which pictorial photography operated within the
conditions of modernity in Singapore. The first looks at the way pictorial
photography allowed for an assertion of nationhood; the second highlights
the pluralism in pictorial photography as a function of individual expression;
and the third considers the negotiation with primitivism in the construction
of modernity. In the process, I also position pictorialism as the start of
modern photography in Singapore.
The rise of a group of photographers who identified themselves as
“pictorialists” contributed to a burgeoning infrastructure for photographic
practice in Singapore, including the formation of several camera clubs and
numerous salon exhibitions. The first Open Photographic Exhibition was
organised by the Singapore Art Society and saw 275 prints submitted by 75
photographers from Singapore and Malaya.2 By its second edition the following
year, the salon had gone international; 65 prints from America, Hong Kong,
India, Canada and France were shown together with 175 prints from Singapore
and Malaya.3 The Singapore Camera Club (later named the Photographic
Society of Singapore or PSS) was also formed in 1950 and started the PanMalayan Photographic Exhibition in 1953. The PSS took over the organising
duties of the Open Photographic Exhibition and renamed it the Singapore
International Salon in 1957, significantly growing its size and reputation. At its
peak in 1968, the salon received 4,590 entries from 43 countries, and exhibited
735 works.4 The South-East Asia Photographic Society was formed in 1958 and
started the biannual International Pictorial Photography Exhibition in 1960;
the Singapore Colour Photographic Society was formed in 1967 and started
organising the International Salon of Colour Photography in 1976. Singaporean
photographers also exhibited regularly outside Singapore, including at
prominent exhibitions like the London Salon.

Pictorialism, Modern Art and Modernity
Pictorialism was an international photography movement that emerged in
Europe in the late 19th century that aimed to legitimise photography as art.
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John Szarkowski has provided an explanation for the advent of pictorialism as
a reaction to George Eastman’s simplified photographic process in the form of
the Kodak camera launched in 1888.5 The new convenience of the camera—
“You press the button; We do the rest”—threatened the status of photography
as an art that required practice and mastery. Photographers responded by
differentiating artistic photography from utilitarian photography. The
movement quickly spread across countries, accompanied by the formation
of an increasing number of camera clubs and annual photographic salons,
which were highly influential in promoting the new pictorial movement and
stimulating the production of new work.
From the very beginning, pictorialism encompassed a huge diversity of
styles. Photographers did not agree with each other on what artistic photography should look like—debates were heated and abundant. John Taylor’s
research has revealed the different schisms in early pictorialist activity.
Tracing pictorialism’s history from The Linked Ring in London to the PhotoSecession in the United States and subsequently the Photographic Salon des
Refusés (organised in protest to The Photographic Salon of 1908) and the
London Salon (birthed in 1910 by unhappy photographers to replace The
Photographic Salon), it is clear to see that there were many different camps
of photographers, all jockeying for leadership of the field.6 Taylor further
points out that there were widely differing opinions on pictorial aesthetics,
in particular the place of impressionism in photography or, as photographer
Frederick Evans memorably described, “all-over, low-toned, ‘treacly’ things”.7
Despite this early diversity, by the 1930s, pictorialism was associated with
a specific style of photography that featured soft edges, low tones and an
emphasis on handwork. In her study of MoMA’s photography department,
Erin Kathleen O’Toole has suggested that this development was driven by the
efforts of key individuals to position a “straight” style of photography, which
emphasised clean lines, sharp edges and smooth surfaces, as modern art.
She adds, “Where Pictorialism was seen as a vestige of Victorian romanticism
or symbolism, a relic from a past age, straight photography was considered
contemporary, of the moment. Most photographers equated straight with
modern.” 8 Curator Ann Thomas gives a similar account. She states:
Modernist photography in the United States shared a desire to
demonstrate synchronicity with the present by exploring new ideas,
subjects and techniques and to define itself against the romantic,
soft-focus aesthetic of Pictorialism, which by the 1920s had
degenerated into mannerism. Sharp, crisp lines would eventually
predominate over the aesthetic of soft edges and muted tones.9
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Pictorialism’s position within this stylistic trajectory is dependent on a
modernist art discourse which situates pictorialism in opposition to modern
(straight) photography. However, this seems to me to be somewhat inadequate in addressing the realities of the development of pictorial photography.
For example, Christian Peterson has noted the blurry lines between pictorial
and modernist photography in the United States; there were photographers
who belonged to both camps, as well as the lively pictorial practice that
continued alongside modernist photographic practices until the 1950s.10
A modernist art discourse is also insufficient to explain the emergence of
pictorial photography in other parts of the world. Instead, I would like to
shift our understanding of pictorialism by moving away from the emphasis
on style—“painterly” or “romantic”—and by refocusing on pictorialism as
a movement that prioritised the expressive possibilities of the photograph
and the individuality of the photographer. Similarly, a pictorial photograph
is simply one that concerns itself with aesthetics over fact, regardless of
stylistic or technical differences, in keeping with the origins of the pictorial
movement. Within such a framework, I want to position pictorialism as the
start of modern photography in Singapore, one predicated on the notion
of a fully self-conscious and autonomous art form. More specifically,
modern photography here is not defined by Thomas’s “sharp edge” versus
pictorialism’s “soft curve”; it is not a matter of style but an engagement with
the conditions of modernity.
At this point, I want to clarify my usage of “modernist” and “modern”.
The preceding discussion of style and the definition of modern photography
is reliant on a modernist art discourse that traces a consecutive series of
avant-garde reactions and privileges the notion of truth to medium.11 In other
words, this modernist discourse is tied to Euro-American art history and the
associated ideas of originality and autonomy.12 However, I am proposing an
alternative understanding of modern photography that takes into account a
broader idea of modernity. John Clark has observed how modern art in Asia
developed in response to different historical processes, including the “growth
of a society, and within it an art world”, the “institutional introduction and
reinforcement of society-wide modernisation processes” and the “transfer
to Asian art cultures of a penumbra of styles […] (which were) assimilated,
transformed and developed in relative autonomy to their Euramerican
centres of origination …” 13 These different processes provide the basis for
a more contextual articulation of modern art. Therefore, in positioning
pictorial photography in Singapore as a form of modern photography, the
conditions of modernity specific to the developmental history of Singapore
must be considered.
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Modernity, and thus modern art, in Singapore is intrinsically linked to
the legacy of British colonisation and the subsequent search for national
identity. Singapore is not unique in this. In his catalogue essay for the 4th
Asian Art Show in Fukuoka, curator Masahiro Ushiroshoji noted that Asian
artists have had to learn western techniques while still establishing a form
of self-expression that was not a mere copy. The most common solution was
for these artists to depict local subject matter, for example, local landscapes
or traditional folk tales, using western techniques. Furthermore, because
these artists were often working during periods of nation-building, they
tended to conflate the search for self-expression with a search for national
identity.14 In other words, their objective became to create a Singaporean art,
an Indonesian art or a Filipino art, and so on. Often, there was a negotiation
between tradition, as a substitute for Asian-ness, and modernity. This negotiation has been well-documented with respect to the Nanyang school of
painting, which strove to develop a new aesthetic for art in Singapore.15
Pictorial photography, too, was involved in this negotiation with modernity,
but took a vastly different path, not only compared to pictorialism in Europe
and North America, but also painting and sculpture in Singapore.

Assertion of Nationhood
Unlike painting and sculpture, there was no long tradition of either western
or Asian photographic history for Singaporean photographers to grapple
with. One might even say that photography was almost democratic in its
accessibility to the masses and association with amateur practitioners.16
As a result, photographers did not seem to feel a need to “invent” a style that
would reflect their circumstances the same way that the Nanyang artists
did. In fact, as I shall demonstrate later, the pictorial photographers felt free
to embrace all styles under the rubric of pictorialism. Instead, nationalist
sentiments manifested through the prestige of salon exhibitions. In the
foreword to the 1959 South-East Asia Salon of Photography, organised by the
Singapore Art Society, Ho Kok Hoe stated:
Photography, like any other form of art, is an expression of the life
and time of a people and in this Salon we see the best aspirations
and hopes of the many peoples who call South-East Asia their home.
In South-East Asia, we see a resurgence of nationalism. One
nation after another is throwing off the yoke of Colonialism. We in
Singapore are on the eve of attaining self-government and we in the
Singapore Art Society are especially happy that this Salon should
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be held at this most opportune juncture. Through art, the people
of a country records [sic] the moods of history, and what is more
befitting than that we should, at this crucial moment in the history
of our country, hold a salon.17

Ho seems to have been implying that the very act of organising an international exhibition like the South-East Asia Salon of Photography was an
assertion of nationhood. Certainly, the notion of nation did not overtly
manifest in the actual photographs in the exhibition, which ran the usual
gamut of portraits, still lifes and genre scenes, with no particular political
overtones. The only exception was War or Peace by Lan Ke Tung from
Indonesia, but even that was a fairly innocuous scene of a white dove flying
across a graveyard. Instead, it was the salon itself that acted as a symbol
of contemporaneity within the international network of photography clubs
and salons, as Singapore fought to gain recognition for itself as an independent nation.
The following year saw the 11th Singapore International Salon, held in
1960 at the Victoria Memorial Hall as the first salon after Singapore achieved
self-governance from the British in 1959. The guest of honour was the Yang
di Pertuan Negara, Yusof bin Ishak, who had replaced the British Governor
of Singapore.18 A close examination of the salon catalogue reveals much.19
Yusof was the first guest of honour to be invited to write a message for the
catalogue, and his congratulatory message was translated into the Malay
and Chinese languages. The entire letter, together with the letterhead that
featured the newly designed Singapore crest, was reproduced in the catalogue. The foreword and acknowledgments were translated into Malay,
Chinese and Tamil.20 In addition, the Malay text was positioned first, followed
by Chinese, English and Tamil texts. Catalogues from previous years had
only included the Chinese translations, which were placed after the English
texts. With self-governance, Malay had been deemed Singapore’s national
language, with English, Mandarin and Tamil as the other official languages.
In another first, photographs were organised by country instead of by subject
matter. The country name was prominently displayed at the top righthand
corner of every page instead of in brackets after the photographer’s name
as in previous years (Figures 1 and 2). It was clear that, like the rest of
Singapore, the photographers were very conscious of the changing status
of the nation, along with a growing sense of national identity, and this was
visibly reflected in the organisation of the 11th Salon and its catalogue.
The Singapore Free Press’s report on the exhibition opened with a quote
from Yusof: “The people of Singapore have established for themselves a
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reputation in many fields of human endeavour, of which pictorial photography
is one which has reached very high standards.” He went on to highlight
that members of the Photographic Society of Singapore (PSS) included three
fellows and 43 associates of the Royal Photographic Society in Great Britain,
and the Photographic Society of America had ranked two PSS members as
the first and second in Malaya in their annual “Who’s Who” list of pictorial
photographers.21 This was not unusual; the Singapore dailies frequently gave
high-profile coverage to the achievements of pictorial photographers in the
1950s. Headlines included, “Singapore’s Overseas Successes” (1957) which
reported on photographers getting accepted for the Salon Internacional de
Fotografia in Spain and the Second Cine Club Bella in Italy,22 “Top Honours
for Colony Photographers” (1957) which reported on PSS members getting
recognition at the International Federation of Photographic Art 23 and
“Leading Spore photographers are today well on top of the Asian Camera
World” (1960), which gave a substantial historical account of the achievements of Singaporean photographers, including how they “swept the board
in photographic exhibitions local and overseas, leaving the Penang photographers behind”.24
Unlike painting and sculpture, photographs circulated widely and regularly through the international networks of photographic clubs and salon
exhibitions. This allowed the photographers to claim a certain prestige for
themselves, and also for the nation to claim recognition on an international
level. Any and all awards were reported promptly in the press, often
accompanied by large images.25 As an apparatus of (western) technological
progress, photography was uniquely placed to carry Singapore’s aspirations to
modernity and to position itself alongside other modern societies in Europe
and North America. In a very straightforward way, the salons allowed photographers to identify themselves with a nation, and the fact that Singaporean
photographers actually won a fair number of accolades meant that pictorial
photography became a way for Singapore to demonstrate its “modern” status.
As Singapore’s first Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew stated in the catalogue of
the 1963 Singapore International Salon: “The Society, through its regular activities for members and sponsorship of local and international photographic
competitions in Singapore and participation in photographic events overseas,
has helped to raise the standard and prestige of Singapore photographers.”26

Pluralism and Expression
Redza Piyadasa has noted that the idea of the self-expressive creative individual did not exist in Malaya (of which Singapore was a part) prior to British
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colonisation. The indigenous Malay population created art objects for
religious or utilitarian purposes, but did not see art as a separate secular
category with its own practitioners.27 It was only with the arrival of a group
of Chinese artists in the 1920s that society began to recognise “art” along
with the associated value systems of connoisseurship, patronage and
education. Modern art thus brought with it a consciousness of the artist as
an expressive individual and the value of creativity.28 This consciousness extended across to pictorial photography, which took on the additional burden
of populism. As then Minister for Culture, S. Rajaratnam later described it:
Photography is an art, which, in many respects, reflects the characteristics of 20th century society. First of all, it is in every sense of
the word a mass art medium. The ordinary man though deprived of
the talent of being able to draw and paint can nevertheless express
himself artistically through photography. […] However though anyone can learn to manipulate a camera only those with imagination
and artistry can take a good picture. Photography, therefore, offers
every one of us avenues for finding such artistic expression as we
are capable of.29

Within the context of modernity in Singapore, pictorialism thus served as an
assertion of individual expression that manifested as a distinct pluralism of
styles and subject matter.
While the stirrings of modern art, including photography, had appeared in
the 1920s, World War II and the Japanese Occupation had proved a stumbling
block to its development. In Singapore, the art societies and art school were
shut down and leaders interned and even killed. It was only after the Japanese
were defeated that the development of modern art took off. Piyadasa suggests
that the lateness of this growth led to pluralistic tendencies, which were
further supported by the lack of existing cultural ideology. This meant that
artists felt free to draw from diverse sources for their inspirations. Therefore,
artistic developments would not have necessarily followed “deterministic
evolutionary patterns” in line with the discourse of modernism.30 Although
Piyadasa was addressing the development of painting and sculpture, this
tendency towards pluralism was even more prominent in photography due to
several factors.
The first was that the Singaporean photographers did not feel the pressure
to legitimise photography as art, unlike the early pictorial photographers in
Europe and North America, where the search for recognition was a key driving
force in the movement. The first photographic salon in 1950 was held by the
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Singapore Art Society, so was already presented within the context of “art”.
Even after the Art Society handed over hosting duties to the Photographic
Society of Singapore, they still retained a “Photographic Group” which
presented exhibitions and submitted prints to various salons. As early as
1951, photography was being exhibited alongside paintings in shows and this
continued regularly.31 There was even an exhibition of local photography at
the Raffles Museum Gallery in 1957.32 There were also numerous overlaps in
personalities. Ho Kok Hoe, who was the President of the Singapore Art Society,
was a member and an Associate of the Royal Photographic Society in London.
The 9th Singapore International Salon had painter Cheong Soo Pieng on its
jury and the 5th Pan-Malayan Exhibition had painter Chen Chong Swee on
its jury.33 Yet another painter, Liu Kang, gave a talk on composition for photographers at the British Council Hall in 1956.34 (Cheong, Chen and Liu were all
considered part of the first generation of artists in Singapore and prominent
members of the Nanyang school.) The stylistic developments in Europe
and North America had primarily been driven by photographers seeking to
position photography as a legitimate art form, hence the focus on handwork
and manipulation. However, the different relationship photography had
with painting in Singapore meant that pictorial photographers did not need
to position photography with respect to painting. This lack of antagonism
resulted in a much more open attitude towards photographic styles.
The absence of formal photographic training would also have encouraged
an openness to different styles and techniques. The painters in Singapore
had been trained in either China or Paris and constantly grappled with
both western and Chinese art traditions. However, the early pictorial photographers were all self-taught and picked up their skills through books and
informal conversations with peers. Lee Sow Lim, who was one of the earliest
pictorialists in Singapore, has spoken at length about the difficulty of learning
darkroom processing techniques in the 1940s and 1950s. Most of the technical
manuals and books were in English, which many photographers could not
read easily. Furthermore, local photographers did not have proper measuring
tools for the darkroom chemicals and used ladles, teaspoons and tablespoons
instead. Therefore, much trial and error was involved in getting the process
right.35 As a result, photographers learnt through observation, mentorship
and experimentation, often gathering informally to exchange ideas and
suggestions at photo studios or photography clubs.
A large part of the learning process took place during the weekly outings
organised by the clubs. During these excursions, members would meet at
coffee shops before departing on their field shoots. Recalling his first excursion
with the PSS, David Tay, who had turned up not knowing anyone, said that
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Wu Peng Seng approached him, gave him some tips on using his camera
and guided him on his shots. Tay, who subsequently joined the society and
became its president, added that during these outings, these senior members
would help the newer members, explaining how to compose pictures and
“how to see things”.36 This camaraderie and sense of respect for the senior
members cannot be over-emphasised. Many of the photographers have
repeatedly mentioned the opportunities they had to meet like-minded
practitioners through the camera clubs. As an example, Foo Tee Jun describes
meeting Yip Cheong Fun and, subsequently, his regular visits to Yip’s provision
shop in Chinatown. Yip would show Foo his prints to advise on different
lighting techniques. In describing the senior photographers, Foo makes no
judgement of hierarchy regarding the different styles they had—he simply
describes them all positively, whether it is the manipulated photo montages
of Lee Lim and Tang Yao Xun or the “straight” photographs of Wu Peng Seng
and Yip Cheong Fun.37
In addition, pictorial photography in Singapore had a much closer
relationship to commercial and studio photography. Many of the pictorial
photographers practised some other form of photography: Lee Lim owned
a photography studio in Tiong Bahru; Tan Lip Seng worked as a medical
photographer at the National University of Singapore Hospital; and Foo Tee
Jun photographed singers at Life Records before becoming a photographer
for the Ministry of Environment.38 Chua Soo Bin shot for advertising campaigns and Tan Siong Teng was a photographer for the Nanyang Siang Pau,
a Chinese newspaper. Lee Sow Lim has estimated that, in the early 1950s,
90 per cent of the photographers who participated in salon exhibitions
worked at photography studios because exhibitors would have needed access
to a photographic enlarger to make their prints.39 This meant that there
was much less class distinction compared to the situation in 19th century
Europe where the photographers were at pains to distinguish themselves from
artisans, but also that the photographers themselves were used to working in
different styles of photography simultaneously.
To illustrate this diversity, let us return to the catalogue for the 11th
Singapore International Salon. The 11th Salon received 2,009 prints from 43
countries and selected 368 prints for exhibition. Looking at the catalogue
reproductions of the exhibited prints, the Singapore jury, comprising C.A.
Gibson-Hill, Au Thian Chor, Lee Lim, Chua Soo Bin and Tham Yew Fun,
seemed open to all types of images. This ranged from the kinds of portraits
and landscapes that would not have been out of place in the London Salon in
1900, to an experimental graphic collage print from Austria. Subject matter,
too, included everything from sentimental snow-covered countrysides and
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1: p. 35, catalogue of the 11th
Singapore International Salon, 1960. Courtesy
of the Photographic Society of Singapore
figure
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2: p. 49, catalogue of the 11th
Singapore International Salon, 1960. Courtesy
of the Photographic Society of Singapore
figure

romantic seascapes, to scenes of construction and factory interiors. Both
manipulated and straight prints were well represented, as was the full range
of focus from soft, blurry edges to sharp, clear lines. Aside from the general
selection of prints for exhibition, there were three medals and ten commendations awarded. The winner of the bronze medal was Frank B. Neubert from
England for Jester (Figure 1), which was a portrait of an old man with only
his facial features in focus, the remaining details significantly softened by
manipulating the print. Another winning print was Beauty is Vanity (Figure 2)
by Tchan Fou-li from Hong Kong, a double exposure of the silhouette of a
naked female torso juxtaposed with the patterns of a leaf. Semi-abstract in
nature, the image shows a play of shapes and lines and could not be more
different from the gold medal winner—The Days of Innocence (Figure 3) by one
of Singapore’s most well-known pictorial photographers, Yip Cheong Fun.40
Depicting a crowded outdoor scene with two mothers and their babies, the
lines are clear and sharp and it is evenly lit. There is a strong sense of immediacy and documentary—we can easily imagine the photograph illustrating a
newspaper article.
This pluralism of styles and subject matter was a distinct characteristic
of pictorialism in Singapore and a direct result of the way the photography
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3: p. 90, catalogue of the 11th
Singapore International Salon, 1960.
Courtesy of the Photographic Society of
Singapore
figure

movement developed. During this period, stylistic approaches could and did
overlap and a neat and linear chronological progression of stylistic evolutions
did not reflect the developments in Singapore. If style was not the determining
factor in pictorialism, what was? The answer is actually consistent with the
origins of pictorialism—the emphasis on expression and beauty.41 In one of
the earliest essays on pictorial photography in 1886, P.H. Emerson definitively
states, “Pictorial art is man’s expression by means of pictures of that which
he considers beautiful in nature.” 42 The term the Chinese photographers
repeatedly use is 美感 (meigan), which literally means a feeling of beauty.
In Singapore, discussions of expression and beauty were closely related and
revolved around ideas of composition, proper lighting and technical expertise.43
These values were upheld through the clubs and salons, and grounded the
pluralism in styles and subject matter.
Explaining his thought process on taking portraits, David Tay has explained:
Each face actually has his or her own beauty. As a photographer,
how do we take the best out from that character? How do you want
to feature the person? […] The use of appropriate lighting will help
to accentuate your subject to project that kind of character you
want to feature.44
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Similarly, Foo Tee Jun recalls how he made even an old man dragging a
rubbish cart look beautiful with the right composition and lighting in one of
his works from the 1960s. Conversely, he was not interested in showing sad or
distressing subjects.45 Looking at the salon catalogues, it is very clear that this
idea of beauty was paramount for all the pictorial photographers, no matter
the subject or approach. It is also equally true that the salons did not feature
any upsetting images—there are no hints of the hard lives of the labourers
and construction workers often featured in pictorial work, nor any of the
turbulent strikes and riots Singapore experienced in the 1950s and 1960s.46
Going back to Yip’s The Days of Innocence, it is clearly a very carefully
composed image, with the heads of the subjects forming a strong diagonal
across the picture frame, drawing the viewer’s eye towards the two children
despite the many elements in the picture. Given that it was shot outdoors,
the lighting is masterful, again emphasising the focal points of the children’s
faces while showing a wide tonal range. The photograph is remarkable for
its precision in clarity, composition, lighting and tone. The title offers a
hint regarding the photographer’s intention—the work seeks to express the
innocence of children, rather than to capture a particular street scene. To
this end, Yip used his excellent technical skills to create a beautiful and
arresting picture.

Negotiating Nostalgia
The rapid changes in Singapore after World War II meant that there was a
much greater sense of the past existing with the present. This dislocation,
combined with the pluralism described in the previous section, allowed for an
interesting expression of modernity in the form of a kind of nostalgia. By this,
I do not mean that the photographers were rejecting modernity and change
for some sort of idealised past but that these images of the “past” were themselves a crucial part of Singapore’s developing modernity. These “primitive
passions”, to use Rey Chow’s term, were, in fact, a condition of modernity.
Chow has asserted that China’s modernity arrived with a question—How
to deal with the people?—which led Chinese intellectuals to look at China
as though it were “a foreign culture filled with unfamiliar others”.47 So just
as western modernism worked by primitivising others (as in the case of
Picasso, Gauguin, Modigliani), so too did Chinese modernity depend on this
relationship. Chow suggests that Chinese art forms turn modern precisely the
same way, by drawing upon the primitive.48 But instead of exoticising others,
the Chinese exoticised themselves.
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Although Chow’s examples of the primitive centre on the figure of the
woman, I suggest that in Singapore photography, it revolved around visions
of the rural. The silence of the photograph as a still image and its ability
to circulate through time allows a space to negotiate origins, history and
change. The nature of photography allows a kind of temporal slippage—
whatever is photographed immediately becomes past, even when taken in the
present. Photography’s reproducibility and its continual circulation through
the salon exhibitions, as well as their respective catalogues, reinforced
this sense of the past. In other words, they repeatedly performed the past.
Photographs of the rural thus operated to show how things were even as
they represented how things are. This dichotomy was an integral part of the
process of reimagining Singapore during this critical period of change.
The question of origins was a particularly fraught one for Singapore,
with its population of multiethnic migrants. C.J. W.-L. Wee has noted that
Singapore did not have a state-sanctioned history stretching back to some
primordial beginning. Any impulse towards ethnic origin needed to be
checked in order to avoid societal unrest. Instead, Singapore’s government
used a neutral narrative of progress in the form of industrial and capitalist
modernity itself to homogenise the racial and cultural differences within
Singapore’s population.49 With this loss of origin, I want to suggest that the
photographers turned to images of the rural to play out their own fantasies of
origin, that is, signs of origin were displaced onto the rural as the universal
reference.
Photographers frequently went out to capture the rural areas of Singapore
and Malaysia, particularly the kampongs and fishing villages, as well as the
newly constructed buildings, bridges and roads, sometimes on the same
day.50 These photography excursions were called “safaris”, and a description
that appeared in The Singapore Free Press by PSS member Sunny Giam is
very telling. In describing the trip to “a quiet kampong deep off Kim Chuan
Road”, Giam used phrases like “the hunt” and “armed with $30,000 worth of
equipment”, and describes the clicks of the camera shutters as a “twenty-one
gun salute”.51 The literal hunting down of these kampongs and fishing villages
was a regular occurrence and the photographs that resulted from it formed a
significant part of pictorial work.
Consider Her Daily Work (Figure 4) by Wu Peng Seng, who was a very
active member of the PSS and regularly joined the Sunday safaris. Although
undated, the work was most likely made in the 1950s and is an excellent
example of the kind of picturesque kampong scene prized by the pictorial
photographers. It looks to have been shot at Mata Ikan—the mist is actually
the smoke from the burning of crushed cockleshells, which was used to
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figure 4: Wu Peng Seng, Her Daily Work, undated, gelatin silver print, gift of the artist and his
family, collection of National Gallery Singapore. Image courtesy of the artist’s family

make whitewash paint. The picturesque effect of the light coming through
the smoke made Mata Ikan a favourite with the photographers and it was
a frequent destination during the Sunday outings. There is no sign of the
bustling industry of Singapore in this photograph, only a quiet village with
a woman carrying water from the well. The mistiness of the scene adds to
the feeling that this is a Singapore of the past. A newspaper article actually
described Wu’s photographs as showing “the idyllic country life of bygone
days, featuring scenes such as geese swimming leisurely in a pond, coconut
trees swaying in the breeze, fishermen casting their nets in the hope of a good
catch, or a kampong maiden going about her daily chores”.52 Yet Wu also
made photos like Construction, 1958 (Figure 5). Here is a completely different
scene—a labourer is literally in the process of creating the new Singapore.
The hard edges and high tonal contrast point towards a modern metropolis
totally at odds with the previous photograph. Even the composition, with
multiple strong diagonal lines cutting across the frame, is a distinct shift from
the more classical arrangement of subjects in Her Daily Work. Despite this
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figure 5: Wu Peng Seng, Construction, 1958, gelatin silver print, collection of National Gallery
Singapore. Image courtesy of the artist’s family

difference in style, both images illustrate the emphasis on beauty discussed
in the previous section, through precise composition and lighting.
At this point, I want to highlight again the difference in how these images
operated compared to early pictorialism in Europe and North America. I
previously mentioned the drive the early pictorial photographers had to gain
recognition for photography as art. One of their strategies was to distinguish
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between photography for the recording of facts and photography as an
expression of beauty.53 The latter, of course, was what pictorial photography
sought to achieve. So, to remove as much “fact” as possible, Szarkowski has
suggested that pictorial photographers ended up focusing on a very small
group of subject matter that would avoid too much specificity as “art existed
in an ideal country of the mind, where time has long since stopped”.54 This
meant close-up portraits, country landscapes or allegorical scenes and
avoidance of machinery and other forms of modern industry. As a result, the
majority of prints seemed to point back to some kind of romantic past, again
reinforcing pictorialism’s association with the premodern.
In Singapore, however, these romantic images had nothing to do with the
rejection of fact but were an assertion of modernity, as much as the more
ostensibly modern works like Construction. Similar to the pluralism in stylistic
approaches, the Singaporean photographers saw no disjuncture with making
a straightforward document of the rapid industrialisation they saw around
them together with a village scene that could have occurred a century ago.
The nostalgic images provided a sense of continuity and connection with the
past, but they also worked as a contrast to modern Singapore. Photography
thus offered a way to deal with history through visuality and imagination,
while simultaneously bringing Singapore into a self-conscious modernity by
distancing the primitive.

Conclusion
In 1996, the first comprehensive history on modern art in Singapore was
published in conjunction with the inaugural exhibition at the newly opened
Singapore Art Museum. Written by then museum director Kwok Kian Chow,
it was titled Channels & Confluences: A History of Singapore Art, and it has
remained the key text for the study of Singapore art history until today.
In the book, there is no mention of photography. Instead, Kwok traces the
development of modern art in Singapore through painting and sculpture.
Interestingly, he also chose to include a short section at the end on installation
and performance, because “the fundamental idiom remains individualistic
expression”, but left out photography.55 This article attempts to fill that gap
by presenting pictorial photography in Singapore within the discourse of
modernity. To this end, I have reframed pictorialism not as a matter of style
but as a movement that prioritised individual expression and operated within
its own institutions and frameworks, namely that of the camera clubs and
photography salons. By repositioning pictorialism as such, we can start to
account for the different permutations of pictorialism as it took root in other
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countries. It should be clear by now that pictorialism in Singapore took a
vastly different path compared to pictorialism in Europe and North America,
and any study of pictorial photography in Singapore needs to include an
understanding of the specific socio-political conditions of the time.
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