
1970S TO 1990S

The sci-fi frenzy took off in Singapore in 1978 when Star Wars 
was screened at cinemas here. Nadia Arianna Bte Ramli 
looks at sci-fi works produced between 1970s and 1990s.
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tThe popularity of contemporary science 
fiction publications, such as LONTAR: The 
Journal of Southeast Asian Speculative 
Fiction (2013–), The Ayam Curtain (2012) 
and The Steampowered Globe (2012),1 point 
towards a sizable and growing base of read-
ers who are fans of this genre of literature.

LONTAR, which published its eighth 
issue in April 2017, is a biannual literary 
journal featuring science fiction as well 
as fantasy, alternative histories and tales 
of the supernatural. The Ayam Curtain is 
similarly an anthology of speculative fiction 
envisioning what Singapore could be or 
might have been, while The Steampowered 
Globe by the Happy Smiley Writers Group is 
a collection of seven “steampunk” stories, 
a relatively new subgenre of science fiction 
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at Centrepoint quadrupling its shelf space 
for sci-fi and fantasy titles between 1984 
and 1988. Sci-fi maintained its presence in 
Singapore with the release of two sequels 
to Star Wars in 1980 and 1983 respectively 
and other box-office successes like E.T. 
the Extra-Terrestrial (1982), Blade Runner 
(1982) and Star Trek IV (1986). In 1988, MPH 
reported that “more than 20,000 books 
based on the three Star Wars movies” were 
sold in the past 10 years, making these books 
its “all-time science fiction bestsellers”.6

With sci-fi becoming a major part 
of the Singaporean literary diet, the 
Singapore Science Centre organised an 
English-language sci-fi short story com-
petition in 1979. It hoped to develop “the 
writing skills of Singaporeans and at the 
same time promote the idea of science 
as part of culture”.7 The competition was 
co-organised with the Society of Singapore 
Writers and the Rotary Club of Jurong, and 
attracted 108 entries.8 During the prize 
presentation ceremony, then Minister 
of State for Education Tony Tan said that 
“science fiction is concerned with the 
future society and its problems, and can 
be regarded as a ‘history of the future’”.9

The Singapore Youth Science Fort-
night, first organised in 1978, also sought 
to encourage the study of science through 
events such as a Science Fiction Writing 
Competition, a Science Olympiad and a 

Science Fiction Film festival.10 In the same 
year, Brian Aldiss, the acclaimed British 
sci-fi writer was invited to give a public 
lecture on “The Future of the Book” and 
met local writers during a public forum on 
“The Writer and His Times”.11 He also wrote 
the foreword to Singapore Science Fiction, 
an anthology of the winning entries from 
the 1979 sci-fi short story competition.12

The winning entries included dys-
topian futures, issues of morality and 
philosophical musings on what constitute 
humanity. “Grape Shot”, for instance, is 
about a computer technician who finds out 
that his computer is surreptitiously storing 
and hiding the names of military people.13 
The winning entry by Irene Pates titled 
“Who” tells the unlikely tale of a political 
leader whose head is transplanted onto 
the body of a garbage collector and the 
personality conflict that ensues. Coinci-
dentally, in the same year, Pates’ work of 
fiction almost turned into a reality with 
newspaper headlines of heart transplant 
pioneer, Dr Christian Barnard, rejecting 
an alleged offer for a head transplant.14

Noted Singaporean poet and literary 
critic Kirpal Singh was a vocal champion 
for increased academic interest in the 
genre. His publication, Wonder and Awe: 
The World of Science Fiction, made inroads 
into local critical writing on sci-fi when 
it was published in 1980. He argued that 

that focuses on technology, specifically the 
industrial steam-powered machinery of 
the 19th century.

But when exactly did science fiction 
take off in Singapore? The genre is cer-
tainly no stranger to the Malayan literary 
scene; one of the earliest sci-fi publica-
tions on record dates back to 1953, when a 
Malay comic series released a sci-fi issue 
titled Tungga dan Piring Terbang (Tungga 
and the Flying Saucer). Published by the 
Malayan Indonesian Book and Magazine 
Store (MIBS) in Singapore, it was created 
by Indonesian comic artist Naz Achnas.2

Other local sci-fi comics followed in 
subsequent decades, such as The Valiant 
Pluto-Man (1982), The Amazing Adventures 
of Captain V (1988) and The Sunday Times 

comics: “The Huntsman”(1992) and “Speed-
sword and the Doomsday Pearl” (1991).3

Sci-fi Takes Off

Sci-fi picked up pace from the late 1970s 
onwards when Hollywood films such as 
George Lucas’s Star Wars and Steven 
Spielberg’s Close Encounters of the Third 
Kind made their way to Singapore cinemas 
in 1978.4 In turn, sales of sci-fi titles based 
on these blockbuster films and hit televi-
sion series, such as Space 1999 and the 
cult favourite Star Trek, enjoyed a sharp 
spike in sales at local bookshops. In 1978, 
MPH Bookstores reported that sales of 
its other sci-fi titles – including books by 
noted authors of the genre such as Issac 
Asimov and Arthur C. Clarke – shot up by 
at least 50 percent that year.5

This growing readership continued 
well into the 1980s, with Times bookshop 

“science fiction ought to be received and 
read as literature” by literary critics.15 In 
1982, he urged the authorities to introduce 
science fiction into the school curriculum, 
because “through the reading of science 
fiction, people can have an imaginative 
and emotional grasp of the kind of things 
that the world of tomorrow will usher in.”16

Singaporean Sci-Fi Works

Short Stories
Aside from writing competitions, there 
were also local writers who published 
sci-fi works, often in the form of short 
story anthologies. One such writer was 
Gopal Baratham, known for his novels 
Sayang (1991) and A Candle Or The Sun 
(1991).17 His keen insights into human 
nature, a hallmark of his novels, also 
feature in his sci-fi short stories, “The 
Experiment” and “Ultimate Commodity”. 
The former, published in Figments of 
Experience (1981), reexamines the sci-fi 
trope of “man as the outcome of an ex-
periment by superior beings”.18 “Ultimate 
Commodity” is a conspiratorial tale of a 
foreign substance that is released into the 
city’s water supply without public knowl-
edge. As a result, everyone’s organs are 
revitalised to a “uniformly high standard”, 
becoming the ultimate commodity for 
organ transplants.19

(Facing page) Part of the publicity poster for the 1979 Science Fiction Short Story Competition 
organised by the Rotary Club of Jurong, Singapore Science Centre and Society of Singapore Writ-
ers. Courtesy of National Archives of Singapore.
(Above left) Published in 1953, Tungga dan Piring Terbang (Tungga and the Flying Saucer) is one 
of the earliest sci-fi publications on record in Singapore. The Malay comic series was created by 
Indonesian comic artist Naz Achnas. All rights reserved, Naz Achnas. (1953). Tungga dan Piring 
Terbang. Singapore: MIBS. Available via PublicationSG.
(Above right) Science fiction in Singapore picked up pace from the late 1970s when Hollywood 
films, such as Star Wars and Close Encounters of the Third Kind, made their way to local cinemas 
in 1978. The Straits Times, 15 January 1978, p. 12.
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Described as a “tireless spinner of 
tales”, Lim Thean Soo, author of five nov-
els and over 100 short stories, explored 
human conflict and adversity in his sci-fi 
short stories “The Day of a Thousand 
Hours” (1981), “A Question of Identity” 
(1990), “Programmed Requital” (1990) 
and “Reversion” (1990).20 In “The Day of 
a Thousand Hours”, Lim creates a near-
apocalyptic vision of the world and the 
rebuilding of civilisation, where it might 
have been fate for the “human beings 
to have face the unknown, struggle for 
survival with unshattered faith in their 
own continuance”.21 In Eleven Bizarre 
Tales published in 1990, Lim questions the 
transformative effects of human cloning, 
robotics and genetic engineering.

Terence Chua, a charter member of 
the Science Fiction Association (Singapore), 
published a collection of short stories in his 
anthology The Nightmare Factory (1991).22 
The cover was conceptualised by Chua, 
who was aiming for a “dirty and grimy yet 
futuristic” look, one that “echoes a scene 
in one of the stories” in “which a cyborg 
commits suicide and his inner components 
scatter all over the floor”.23

Novels
First published in 1985, Star Sapphire is 
arguably the first Singaporean sci-fi novel. 
Written by Joan Hon, under the pen name 
Han May, the book was highly commended 
in the “Fiction in English” category of the 
National Book Development Council Book 
Awards in 1986. The idea for the novel first 
came to Hon in 1982, and it took her eight 
months to complete the first draft.24 Taking 
the form of a bildungsroman, the novel is 
about the adventures of a young Asiatic 
scientist, Yva Yolan, who joins the massive 
intergalactic spacecraft Star Sapphire.

Another locally published sci-fi novel 
is 2084 (1996) by Raju Chellam. Chellam’s 
career in the info-technology industry may 
have given shape to this sci-fi satire. The 

action – which spans across a two-week 
period and set in Singapore – details a 
political crisis, and ideas such as space 
colonisation, inter-planetary mining and 
a water-based economy that threatens to 
cripple a country.25

The Science Fiction Association

The growing interest in sci-fi led to the 
establishment of the Science Fiction As-
sociation (Singapore) (SFAS) in 1989. The 
association was set up by a group of local 
die-hard science fiction addicts for the 
purpose of increasing “public’s awareness 
of sci-fi and fantasy as a legitimate genre 
of literature and art”.

The SFAS published a quarterly maga-
zine called Tesseract, with the inaugural 
issue launched in January 1990. A total of 
10 issues of the illustrated, black-and-white 
magazine were produced over a three-year 
period until the end of 1992.26 Tesseract 
was described by the editor, Glen Low, as 
“a balance of science fiction stories from 
contributors, features on sci-fi films and 
books that hit the international market, and 
illustrations”.27 Its newsletter, The Event 
Horizon, included an editor’s note, infor-
mation on SFAS gatherings, and bite-sized 
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sci-fi on screen and stage

English
Stella Kon’s exploration with sci-fi in 
Eston (1995) won her the merit prize 
in the 1994 Singapore Literature Prize 
competition. Two chapters from the 
novel – “The Tunnel” and “The Jungle” 
– were adapted for the stage as a double-
bill by the bilingual theatre group, The 
Fun Stage, in December 2003.1

Another print-to-stage adaptation is 
Singaporean novelist Tan Hwee Hwee’s 
Mammon Inc (2001), which was written 
for the stage by playwright Eng Wee Ling. 
Set in Singapore, London and New York, 
the satirical dystopian science fiction 
novel is based on the Singaporean-born 
Chiah Deng, who was torn between her 
dream of becoming a poet or accept-
ing a job at the sinister multinational 
conglomerate Mammon Inc. Staged by 
Action Theatre from 20–23 June 2002, 
the director, Ekachai Uekrongtham, 
shared at the play’s press conference 
that a brief lightsaber sequence would 
make its appearance on stage because 
the book featured many Star Wars-
inspired characters. The play’s opening 
and second night performances were 
sold out by early June.2

Chinese
Journalists from the Chinese newspa-
per, Lianhe Zaobao, staged four Chinese 
plays in July 1985 as part of its A Night 
of Comedies performance held at the 
Victoria Theatre. Two of the plays – 
Hopeful for the Son and Happy Forever 
– were adapted from Taiwanese futurist 
science fiction stories. The former puts 
the spotlight on modern birth control 
and paid surrogacy, while the latter tells 
of one man’s search for happiness on 

a pioneering effort to explore different 
genres within the Tamil theatre scene. 
The play details the story of a local 
professor who seeks to explore outer 
space and highlights two themes: sci-
ence and the concept of a higher being.7
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the moon.3 Sci-fi also hit the small screen 
in the 1980s when the former Singapore 
Broadcasting Corporation produced the 
first Mandarin science fiction serial, Man 
From The Past, in 1985, and the 1988 sci-
fi romantic comedy series Star Maiden.4

Malay
In 1986, local comedian Ahmad Nawi 
scripted his first play titled Para Benon. 
The 45-minute drama, which was staged 
on 15 October as part of Sriwana’s annual 
show, Malam Puspasari, is set in a post-
apocalyptic world and centres on a group 
of nuclear holocaust survivors attempting 
to rebuild civilisation in the 23rd century. In 
an interview, Ahmad shared that “this is the 
first time that an attempt has been made 
to stage a science fiction drama, albeit a 
comedy [in Malay].” The cast was dressed in 
specially designed “space-age costumes”.5

Tamil
In 1966, the first Tamil science fiction 
play with a local setting was written and 
directed by theatre pioneer, S. S. Sarma. 
Titled Vinveli Veeran (The Man from Outer 
Space), the set design and costume included 
“dancing amidst the clouds in space, a robot 
man and a Science Lab”.6 It was lauded as 

information on sci-fi news and reviews.28

The launch of the association in 1990 
was graced by the aforementioned Aldiss. 
In an interview Aldiss said:

“Singapore is a natural place for 
science fiction. Science fiction is 
an extrapolation of present-day 
trends – it also serves as a critique 
of society. It offers new visions, new 
ways of looking at things. Especially 
in a highly technological society like 
Singapore, it has a major role to play 
in the education of the imagination.”29

The association also organised an art 
competition for sci-fi and fantasy works, 
titled “Windows of the Mind”, to coincide 
with the Singapore Festival of Arts held 
that year. The first prize went to local 
author and illustrator, Joash Moo.30

By the 2000s, there were more plat-
forms and opportunities for writers – both 
novice and established authors − to experi-
ment with sci-fi and for fans to get together. 
As Singapore moves towards the vision of a 
“smart nation”, perhaps sci-fi does have a 
“natural place” in the city-state. 
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