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A BRIEF HISTORY OF

WOO0DSU 5

IN SINGAPORE

By Foo Kwee Homg,
Koh Nguang How
and Lim Cheg T)u

Back in 1966, six local woodcut artists held their first group show in the National Library at
Stamford Road. Now, 40 years later, works by the same artists are being celebrated again
in an anniversary exhibition at the new National Library building this Cctober. This article
introduces the art of woodcut printmaking: what is a woodcut, its history and practice as
an art form in Singapore, the year 1966, and the library's place among this all.

PRE WAR YEARS

The practice of woodouts {alse
known as woodblodk prints), as
an artistlc medium, by our local
artists could date back to the
1930s. As early as then, Chinese
immigrant artsts had held posts
as teachers for the local Chinese
schools and editors of the main
Chinese dally newspapers llke
Nanyang Siang Pac (NYSP) ard
Sin Chew Jft Poh. Followed by
the setting up of the Sodety of
Chinese Artists in 1936 and the
establishing of the Nanyang
Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA} in
15348, the art form was activiely and systematically promoted.
The main vehide for the promotion of woodauts was the
Chinese newspapers.

NYSP started its first art supplement. Wenman Jfe. from May
1a December 1936 and later Jind Yishu from January 1o
August 1937. During that period, readers of NY5P were
exposed not only to woodcut Images but akso to articles
related to the art form. The development of this medium
mimored China's Modem Woodcut Movernent, with Lu Xun
being its chief promoter from 1929 till his death in 19386,
The works of the German expressionist artist Kithe Koltwitz
and the Belgian artist Frans Masereel, which were avidly

firgt lpsped In 1936

All nights reserued, Nayang Sang
Fac, 1538

introduced by Lu Xun, were ofien reproduced here. On iop
of that, a series of artides aimed at introduding the new art
form in a systematic way was also published. The articles
invalved the discussion of the appropriateness and the
abjectiveness in the portrayal of scenes and events, the basic
understanding of the purpose of the medium in highlighting

i pe=n the plight of the peaple in
% . the lower strata of society
) and, of course, on the
techniques and materials
Involved.

By mid-1937, woodcuis
moved beyond rewspapers
and inte exhibition halls.
Numerous exhibitions wera
held iz promote the arts and
later as fund-aising events
far the war efforts back in
£hina. Woodcuts became an acceptable artistic medium,
exhibited alongsile the mare established mediums such as
ink painting, photographic works and cartoons. In the new
academic year starting July 1540, a wandeut lecturer was
even included in the teaching staff list of NAFA [NYSP, 31
July 1940%. This clearly signified the impertance of the art
form during that era and how through the concerted efforis
of many, provided the hotbed for a qukk resurgence of the
practice of the woodcut medium in the post war years.

Loty Flae, wnbaeiliont puirt.
Reproduced from Npnyeng
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POST WAR YEARS

In the "Foreword' of NAFA's Resumpiion of Classes Anniversary
Magazine a year after the departure of the lapanese, t was
memtioned that amongst the school's student sodeties, there
was one that focused on the study of woodcuts {(and
cartoons). [t yent an to say that the members had produced
waorks of considerable standards but unfortunately they were
destroyed before the Qccupation. While the works were
lost, the skills were not. Many Chinese publications featured
woodouts produced by local ariists, albeit with pseudonyms.
This was necessary because the artists commented on the
social and political climate of the country and that inevitably
brought about the heavy censorship of the colonial
govemment.

One such publication was 1953's Qing Miar Hua X {loosely
translated as Yourth Art Serles). The publicatlon featured
mainty woodcuts plus il paintings and dharcoal drawings.
it was edited by Choo Keng Kwang. All the artlsts In the
publication used pseudonyms except for Chieu Shuey Foolk,
The other slgniflcant publication featuring woodcuts In the
19505 was 1955's Xioma Muman Xuanji {Selection of
Woodcouts and Cartoons by Singapore and Malayan Artlsts)

This 1 Aprdl 1958 baue
of 58 Dol Bao feaburing
i woeodcut print by
Cal Bing
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Tha 10 Apell 1958 Buua
af Hao Fang with a
woodcut print by
Chaong %5oo PFlang

All moarvd, Nac Lhu
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edited by Ho Kah Leong and cartoonist Ong Shih Cheng
{pen-name — Ong ih). The woodout section of the book
was edited by Ho while Ong selected the cartoons. One
thousand copies of the book was printed and sold at 51.
According to Ho, it sold wery well. Ho incidentally became
a PAP Member of Parliament later and, upon retirement
from palitics, was also the principal of his alma mater, NAFA

Apart from these, there were also many literary publications,
for example Geng Yim, that featured woodout on their cover
pages. While magazines such as 5hV Dai Bao featured written
articles that promoted independence and woodcuts and
caripons satirsing the local political dimate, nat all publications
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Tan Ton Chiw, Gordp, 1962, woodort pdnt
Arprmiared from Selecte Yoo s by Tan Tee Chie
All rightts reserved, NAFA, 1975

were of that nature. Others like S0 Ferng were purely [ierary
in its contents and had featured woodcuts by Ho Kah Leong
among others that depicted the people and scenery of
the region.

Perhaps in a move to realign the medium as a pure artistic
expression rather than a toal of revalution, brought about
by the influence of the Modem Chinese Woodast movement
advocated by Lu Xun in the 1930s, more and more artists
began to capture still life and sceneries through their
woodcuts. This also meant that the works were shown
alongside those of other mediums in exhibition halls. Ore
such exhibition was the Malaysia Art Exhibition of 1962 at
the Victoria Memorial Hall. Amongst the many artists who
participated, at least two featured their woadouts. Lim Mu
Hue showed his Back Stage and Weaving while Tan Tee
Chie showed three, namely, Trengganu Sea, Binds Shop

and Goss.

Anally on 14 October 1966 at the former Natlonal LUbrary
Lecture Hall, an exhibition dedicated solely to woodcuts was
staged. The ariists, good friends who studied and later taught
at MAFA, Choo Keng Kwang, Foo Chee San, Lim Yew Kuan,
Lim Mu Hue, See Cheen Tee and Tan Tee Chie, named their
show Woodtuds. With a combined showing of 95 pieces of
prints, the exhibition was opened by then Minister of State
for Culture, Mr Lee Khoon Choy. The show was on il
1B Cctober.

The exhibttion also travelled to Malaysla. It was exhiblted at
the Pachui Art Gallery {opened by Chuang Kim Siew, a NAFA
classrnate of Lim Mu Hue} at the AlA Bullding In Kuala
Lurmpur between 12 — 17 December that year. The opening
was offlclated by the Slngapore High Comrnlssloner to
Malaysia, Mr Lien Ying Chow. Given the tension between
Singapore and Malaysla Immedlately after the separation
just a year earier, such cuttural "diplomacy’ showed that the
arts was stil able to connect the people of the twio terrtores.

n
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Perhaps the cultural imagining then was still that of xinma
Vijia. (Singapore and Malaysia was still one family}. In all, 86
pieces were shown at the KL show and accarding ta See Ye
Wah, See Cheen Tee's daughter, they sold well.

Howewet, the 1966 woodcut show marked the end of an
era. Ironically, it was the first and the last of its kind in
Singapore. OF the she artlsts, See Cheen Tee passed away In
19%4. Though the medium was still being practised to a
certaln extent, local artists perhaps rever really saw a need
for another exhibition of woodcout prints.

WOODCUTS IN SINGAPORE AFTER 1966

Woodcuts was popular
In the post war years
because the medium
was sultable for the
publication of black and
white artwork In the
newspapers. [t was also
a good way for artlsts
to make exira "pocket
| money' by contributing
¢ wondblock prints to the
\| press for publication,
W much like some artists
dabbling in cartooning
& and caricatures then.
% But with the

| improvement of
printing technology
whicth enabled
newspapers to publish
in colour, woodhlodk
prints declined in
papularity among
newspapers editors and
artlsts. It was no longer lucrative’ to do woodcouts &s that
outlet for publication in the newspapers ceased.

Convar of the publlcatian X0 Sa Fo
Qing Nign, lune 1973 |ssua,
ferxturing & woodcut print of
Anderon Bridgs by Foo Chea San

Al rights resarved, Hua YWan 2 Jow Jlnc
Sl‘lml, 1872 heng

Not many artists were keen to follow up with doing
woodblock prirts in colour as it became toc labour imensive
and difficult. Only a few artists like See Cheen Tee, Lee Boon
Wang and Tan Tee Chie excelled in this new development
of the medium. The wood used for the medium was also
getting hard to find in Singapare.

In & bid to support the practice of the woodcut medium,
the Singapore Chinese Teachers' Assoclation's publication,
Xing Jia Bo Ging Nian {Singapore Ching Lien or Youths of
Singapare} featured a woodcut print on every of s cover

32

for the first 30 issues or so since its inceptian from April
1573. Most of the works were by the six artists and with
athers fram founding editar Ho Kah Leang, Ny Yat Chuan
{Huang Yigquan), Qiu Gao Peng and some of {iu's students
fram Hua Yi Secondary schoal. The publication continued
till 2003, but from the 1930s, the prints it featured in its
pages were mainly fram China. lts last editor was Yeap
Chong Leng.

From the 1970s to the late 1980s, woodout was a rather
popular choice far many art students of secondary schools
ard junlor colleges as a medium for thelr examinatlon art
project. Publications such as Barhua Shjie (Print World) and
Banhua Yishu (Print Arf) from China were readily available
as reference materals. However, it was the Selecied Wood-
cuis by Tan Tee Chie published by NAFA in May 1375 that
gave Singapore its first and only book on woodouts by a
local artist

While the focus on waodeouts dwindled, printmaking as a
medium did not. The Comempormry Printmaking Association
waas formed In 1979 to promote prntrmaking (which Induded
etching, lithography, silk screen and etc) as an art form. The
Association also regulary organised local and Intemnational
shows. The awareness of printmaking was given a further
boost when La Salle School of the Arts offered printmaking
as one of the major areas of shudy in the mid-1980s. In 1998,
the Assoclation changed Ilts name to Printmaking Sodety
{(Singapore), The year also marked a significant showing of
woodauts agaln after a very long absence since the 1966
show when the Sodety co-organised with the Singapore
History Museum the exhibition, 'History through Prints:
Woadblkeck Prints in Singapare’. The exhibition brought
together the many outstanding works of our post war
wnodout practitioners, rekindling many old memories and
igniting the interest of a younger generation in this almast
forgotten medium.

The nevr millennium saw a smaler scle woodcut exhibition,
Singapore n Prints: 1950s to 1960s — A Historlcal Namative
Through Woodblock Prints, held at the Mational University
of Singapare Museurn In 2002. Earller this year, Um Mu Hue
held a solo exhibition of woodout works, entited Woodcut
Prints at the Halnan Clan Assoclatlon, which akko saw the
publication of a catalogue of the same name.,

Imprnis of the Past: Remembering the 1966 Woodout
Show commences on 14 October 2006 and is located
at Level B, National Library,
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MATERIALS AND PROCESSES
By Foo Kwees Homg

Wioodauts or woodblodk printing & an animeted art form. A complex
stary could be made dear at flrst glance within the borders of the print
angd actens of real (e oould be deardy shown. The process to comey the
story and actions depens on the wood and the outting tools.

Tha wood wad to produce most of tha prints in the 19508 to the sy
19605 was the Chinese [tisleaf boawood (huang yang mu). Chtainable
frormn bookstores Ike Shanghal Book Company and Chung Hea Book
{ompany, it was rather mstly but the baowood hled: revertbeless was
the praferred material in allowing the artists toc make intricats outs
without chipping the wood. As the blocks were about one to two
cemtimetres thick and very sturtly, many artsis actually carved on both
siles of the block while some wers ssid to heve planed the whole suface
avway to bagin on ancther imegs.

Carving tools wers also not easily avallable then; hence artists had to
alther order them from abead or make the necessany tools themsalves,
The v-groowe and round knives in particular were comerted from the
spikes of umbel|as.

As Tor the prints, they wermre primad using of-based Ink applied onto the
hlodks with a brayer then transferred onte mulbemy paper Bosan paper.
This was done by rubbing the reverss af the peper with a baren. In this
sy, thes inload image wis transhamed to the papsr. Tha oreosilsbiFby of
bessrood from China due to the Cold War from the mid-1560s forced
the woodout artlsts to seek altemative materials. i was also during that
time when Thai arist, Praphan Srisouta, exhibited his prints in Singapare
in 1962, The Thai artist's usa of the mesonite board was parhaps &
coniribudng factor in freelng our woodcut artsts from the limitation of
the small sized boswood blods. The masonite board was eventually used
to produce the large 77 x 122 cm piece entitled Seascape in 1966 by the
combined efforts of Lim Yew Kusn, Choo Keng Kwang, Foo Ches San,
See Cheen Tee, Tan Tee Chie, and Lir Mu Hue.

1968: THE YEAR THAT WAS
By Lim Cheng T

In 1966, Sinpapors celebrated s first Mational Day. Just a few days before
that, it joined the IMF and Werld Bank on 3rd August. Tha late 5.
Rajaratnam wrorts tha National Pladge and in Octobar thist year, Chia
Thye Poh, a Member of Parllament (MP) for the Barkan Soslalls, was
arrested under the Imtemal Securlty Act and was accused of helng a
communist, The pther MPs of Barian Sosialis, pmissting ageinsd Singapore's
*phonay” indspencence, redomec ther s ared walled out of Pariarman©t,
dedding totake polits out to the streets by boycotting the by-elections
heid that year, In the intemational front, it marked the official condusion
of Konfrontmi as Singapone resumed diplomtic relations with indonesia
and it also merked the end of a chapter far the Chinesa in Singapors
who suffered during the Jlapaness Oooupation a5 on 25 October, lapan
agreed to pay $50m In compensation, half as a grant and the
cther half as a loan. The Singapore govemnment accepted the offer.

Exhibition Highlights | CIBIblloAsls

It was agalnst such a backdrop that the &-men woodeut show was
exhlbited at the oid National Library along Stanmiord Road from 14th to
18th Octaber. The Image and reputation of woodout artists in the 19508
had been one of the politicsed beft, a role that the new stete of Sngepore
oid ot wert the arts o play. Inberestinghy, when asked wiy other artsts
who did woodouts were not Imvited to partidpate In the exhibition, it was
revealed that |t was Interrthonal of the B-men woodout show 1o be
apalitical, = companed to the works of other arts groups (e the Egqustar
Art Sockty. Sorne af the werks i the shew raflectd the socl conditions
of the imes, but it was gencrally supportive of the directlon the new
nation would ke In terms of soclo-economic development. Another
litthe krcram Tact of the G-men woodaut show was that it wes held s &
result of an sarfer fund mising arls exhibibon for the National Theatre
Trust, which Irvolved the articts,

THE NATIONAL LIBRARY: SUPPORTING THE VISUAL ARTS

By Alicis Yeo, Rafarsnce
Uibrarian, Lss Kong Chian
Referance Ubrary

The Mational Library & not
st a place for books: It has
remained a loyal supporter
of the visual arts scene, =ven
sinm its baginnings as the
Rarffles Library in the 19505
Several local art activitles
and exhibitians, much llke
the woodaut show of 1966,
wra hald 2t tha library's
Stamford Road buliding In
the 1960s and 70s. |t was a popular space for artsts to dsplay thelr
warics, usually either at the libmny’s lecture hall or the foyer. This was
parhaps becauss there wars fevw svenuss for the public displey of et in
Singapere badk then. Besldes the library, the Bridsh Cound| offered
altemative gallery space. Meamwhile, the Naticnal Museum Art Gallery
walld appear only much biter in 1976

Samu local artsts, now famous, who dhosa the library e tha place to
hold thelr first scho shows Indude: Anthary Poon {19630, Mg Eng Teng
(19700, Goh Beng Kwan (1971) and Tan Swee Hian (1973). The Modem
Art Society and Singapore Art Saciety had also organised dhibitions at
the Ebramy during this pariod, And mamy mey not realse that Singapome's
first sculpture show was held at the |lbrary In 1967,

Cne particulary pmminent display badk In the 1980s was the Fhotographic
Socisty af Sngapare's 14™ intsmational Salan of Phatngraphy exdibition,
which was hald in Moy 1963 and was officisted by then Primea Mirishar
Lee Kuan Yew. Another memiarable event was the [aunch of the Vislanany
Architecture and Howslng In Singapore exdibition, organised by the
Housing Develppment Board and the Mussam of Modem Art New York
in March 1963, which attrected mudh public stantion,

The Bbrany's tradition of arts support cortinues today, with the many art
exhibitions and activities galng on at the new Mational Library. Some
mamples mdiude the meent June sdibition of sulphes by the Soulphue
Sociuty (Singapora), the Raffles Design Irstituba’s graduabon show, and
the comemporany art Installatons belng displayved ourmently In conjunction
with the Singapore Blennale (running from Saptember - November).

Shudwiy viswing local urt displeyed
ot they Risrarys Tagmr s 1000
Collection of the Natiwa| Libwary Pichure Archive

shobmsan

Enjeratnand sl National Librasy boord masalvar Dy Lin Wioo

Kim Smn, hiln

wview an sachilslt an Singapers srchitecture ot the o
1563, The uxhibit wes wull recefvad by the public {righth

Callaction of the Nationa| Librery Mot Axchive
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VISUAL ARTS AT THE HNATIOMAL LIBRARY (18508 — F0sk
SOME KEY MOMBENTS

Raffles Libraran LM Harad works with the Singapore Art Sadsty
to mehibit palndings st the by

Tha Rafflas Library co-omganses s sodiibiticn on book jeckat desgrs
with the 5in re Art Sochety and the University of Malna, hela
at the Briﬁil'lggnuﬂ hall. il i

British baok design exdhibiton at the (brary

“Know Our Singapom* phumgr.uphy wchibiton spansoned by the
Sourtheast Asia Photographic Soc

A cammenary exhibition of pal 5 by Rabrindranath Tagore,
oconised by the Eﬂmngnan":? o

Exhibit of 33 Japanese childnan's paintings onganised by the rotary
dubs of Singapore and Nagauki

*Visionary Architeclure and Housing in Singepore”
14th Singapars Intemational Salon of Photography
$inqapare artist Amthony Pocn holds first soio show
Malsysian artixt Yap Hong Ngea's first ane-man show
500 Men woodout primts show

"Soulpture '67 " - Singapone's first sculptune show

Five incal artixts {Sum Lal Mol, Chila Chys Wah, Lee Hoon Leng, L
Chong Chuan ard Yap Chin Tong) jointly sxhabit 100 paintings

Penang artist Yeo Hoe Koon sdiblts 33 abstract ol works

Singapore soulptor Mg Erig Teng holds first solo show

Three Ketong comant students. (ane & Anne Walkeman snd Moz
Sculhy) sdhibit thelr paintings

Thres local artists (Y Tlan Yau, Wu Fook Wang and Loy Chys
Chuan) hold shibit of palntings

Singapore artist Tay Bak Kol holds soio show

Singapom artist Goh Beng i0amn halds first mdvibition
Ceramics tak and demonstation by potter lskandar Lakl
Aduit Education Beard's photographic sxhibiton

Exhihition of mbes medis collage work by Mrs Ross Cherler

MWnalia LS4 wn edubit of artworks by American artist Bebe Wilkams
and Mary Credhan Armchard

Anger pairting talk and demonsiration iy Wo Teal Yen
Batik pairting talk mnd demonstration by Jaifar Latiff
Yeo Kim Seng exhibits 30 abstract oil pairtings

Mg Eng Teng halds sculpture sxhibiton

Singaporn Naticnal Photographic sdhibition onganised by the
Photographic Sodety of Sngapons

Exhibition of batlk palntings by Peter Chen
Eingapom Commerdal Art Socksty mdibiion
Tan Swea Hian holds first soio show

Michasl Ong holds solo show

Chingss calligrapity and painting exhibition

Singepom Youth Associations’ Nationsl Chinese caligraphy snd
paimting exhibition

Anclent and mocem Chinee art &ehibition croanised by
lecal art oollechor L Keng Jin

Bras Basah photographic ehibton

Foo, I.H 2005). Cartoon pnd Woodan Mowmeants n Pre-war
. MA Digg., Mational ingtitute of Echucation, Mammng
Techncloglcal Unheemsity.

Lim, £.T {2004). Polftical Printx in Singmpore. Print Guarterty, Vol.
304, Na. 3. Landore Print Quartarly Publications.

Um €T (2005). "Fragmeis of the Peal™: Politicel Prirmy of Port-war
. Tha Harttage Jowurnal, Vol.2, No. 1. Singapors: Natonal
Harltege Bosrd. (ritp:Sen mes nuc sdu sg/nh b mwisus php Hid=X)

Minisry of Cultum (1962), Afeiayole Art ExibiionPameran Luidoen
Malmysin. Singapors: Minktry of Culbure.

Huryang Acsdwmy of Fine Arts (1948). Remonpiion of Cleoes
Annhvarsery Magezine. Singapcre: Nenyang Acdemy of Fine Arts.

NLS Museums {2003). Shagmpan kr Pints. 79508 o 7960, Singapore:
NLS Muteums, National Univenity of Singepone.

Printmaking Sodety Singapore (2001}, Proof ML Singapore
Conternporary Printmaking Assoclation.

Chinese Wiaockoors by Ll Hua

Balfing: Forelgn Languages Press, 1945

Call ne.: RART 769951 LIH

This Is an esxremely in-cegth stucly of the swalitfon of woogize primmalking
In Ching, samined tirpugh the aouminy’s art ang’ culiural ishony o
anciam (0 madem tmes,

Som Chean Tie: Artint Exitraardinsire by Chia ¥l Hon.

Singapors: Rafiies Avenie Editomn, 2001

Call no.: RANG q759.95957 SEE

Providing an extencive avandew of ploneer ariist See Cheen Tee's works,
Hhis i & briently bavish ooe 10 his palmtings and woodiiok prnts

The Selected Woris of Choo Keng Xwang by Choo Keng Kwang.
Singapors: Neryang Acsdsny of Fine Arts, 2002

Call no.: REANG q759.95957 CHO

A catalogue of oo Keng Kiweng's works spenning the breadth of il
Artistie cavees; from hiy sevly woookaes to cver 120 off his patmiings and
il

Singepars Woodcsrving: Hirtory and Creativity by Tan Tes Chia
Shyus Da annual magazine

Singapors: Neryang Acsdemy of Fine Arts, 1385

Call no.: RANG Chinesa 700.705 SDAK

Thiz & & journal artiche prosdding an cvernvdew off the Chimee woode? In

Sngapore, written By ons of Sncepore’s plomser woodout printrmesers, Tan
Rew Chvim,

Woodast Prints by Um Mu Hua
Wlalmysin: Mew Art Graphios Sdn. Bhd, 2005
Call no.: RANG Chinesa 76995857 LMH

A rwiniogue seeompamiog an axhiblt of the artid's woodiiork priis in

June 2005, Severnl of bis prices are fovingly eproduced hers, with thoughts
on thalr mesning snd seation,





