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one where “sleep and sight are paradoxical”, 
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Alongside the photographs, this volume 
documents the responses of over 100 
viewers from all walks of life. Their opinions, 
recollections and musings triggered by the 
images offer us a fascinating, multifaceted 
look at history, identity, and the ambiguities of 
land custodianship in Singapore.
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Photographer Asia (IPA), an influential platform for 
photography and visual arts in Asia. Through IPA, Kevin 
participates vigorously in photography and art across 
the region as a practitioner, curator and educator. In 
his own practice, Kevin is interested in Singapore – her 
temperament, aesthetic and growing pains.

Eminent art historian, curator and writer Tony Godfrey 
contributes a keynote essay, “Nox in the Banlieue?” Tony’s 
works, which include Conceptual Art (1998) and Painting 
Today (2009), have been highly influential in contemporary 
art studies.

Lawrence Basapa, grandson of the founder of Singapore’s 
first private zoo, located in Punggol, pens a heartfelt 
personal message.
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and unreal, awake and dreaming, acceptance 
and acquiescence. The night’s darkness inter-
feres with our getting a fix on “where” we are – 
we could be anywhere. Our discomfort with not 
seeing in the dark has us looking for any flicker 
of light to follow, presumably to safer ground.

With Exactly, I set out a methodology of small-
scale deep engagement – 15 images or fewer, 15 
viewers or fewer in one sitting – to deliberately 
slow down our engagement with art. Do we 
really need to rush through looking at art? Do we 
really need to see that much? Do we really need 
to just pronounce the art as something we “Like” 
or “Dislike” in a few seconds and be done with it?

I believe that art, and in this case, photography, 
can deliver a transformative gesture. Transform 
whom to what? Transform our thinking, to get us 
to ask better and more questions. In Singapore’s 
art industry, this unquantifiable activity is 
incomprehensible. Without a creative “product” 
to share far and wide, Exactly is deemed “low 
impact”. I am not concerned, as I am fascinated 
by the possibility of new thinking or action: what 
happens to the viewer after he has seen the pho-
tographs and thought and talked about them 
and the issues (in this case, land custodianship 
and Punggol). Initially, most took Northeast 
Hinterland as a documentary or aesthetic effort. 
Now, I think this posture for some has shifted 

from “what you see/know” to “how you see”, to 
thinking about the many possible entry points 
to any work of art. I hope that this shift is 
long-lasting.

Exactly’s projects will always ask the viewer 
to authorize himself to assemble knowledge. 
Because all that information is readily availa-
ble. We just never engaged fully before. I would 
like to think that Northeast Hinterland has con-
fronted us to be curious, and not “de-curious” 
after leaving the viewing.

In short, Exactly’s residency output invites the 
viewer “to take your ignorance seriously”.2 That 
said, I believe that Northeast Hinterland has 
allowed us to taste self-agency3. Isn’t it time we 
feed ourselves?

I am delighted to support this publication of 
Northeast Hinterland, by Kevin WY Lee and 
Exactly Foundation, which documents Kevin’s 
photographs of nocturnal Punggol, a visual 
presentation of the issue of land custodianship. 
The portfolio-making and extensive viewer dis-
cussions occurred during Kevin’s photographer- 
artist residency at Exactly Foundation in 
June–October 2015. It was a joy and privilege to 
have Kevin as the first resident artist soon after I 
set up Exactly in early 2015.

I would like to thank all involved in Kevin’s 
Northeast Hinterland, from Jeffrey Liam and 
Gooi Tah Choe, who assisted in the portfolio’s 
production, to the many viewers and fellow pho-
tographers who actively participated in engag-
ing with the works. Special thanks go to Tony 
Godfrey for his rich and thoughtful keynote 
essay, “Nox in the Banlieue?”; to Jan Chen for 
the book’s design and layout; to Objectifs for 
helping to stage the exhibition and book launch; 
and to Lawrence Basapa, grandson of William 
Lawrence Soma Basapa (the owner of Punggol 
Zoo, Singapore’s first private zoo, 1928–42) for 
opening our eyes and hearts to old Punggol 
and his grandfather’s special contribution to 
Singapore’s history. 

From the 28 people initially invited to engage 
with Northeast Hinterland at an Around-the-
Table private dinner/tea and Peer Dialogue 

ForeWord

Word from the ’Wart1

Li Li Chung
www.exactlyfoundation.com

(photographers who toured around Punggol to 
shoot a mini portfolio), we received a bumper 
crop of 105 individual written responses. We 
spent two months listening, reflecting, sharing 
and responding (most wrote, but surprisingly 
many filmed and photographed). The initial 
group spawned responses from another 77 
family members and friends. Almost everyone 
engaged with the photographs; fewer than five 
chose to walk away. 

It did get personal – a kind of historical loop-
ing. Viewer responses reflected a broad range of 
emotions, from childhood memories and nos-
talgia to a sense of despair about disappearing 
sites, the scarcity of space and quiet, and unsa-
voury authoritarian actions. There is definitely 
a strong and personal sense of helplessness over 
the appearance of a new crowdedness, for exam-
ple in the form of high-rise HDBs, as well as a 
fear that even what is not seen is disappearing 
too. It is conceivable that many viewers see a 
photograph as a proxy for a relic – a reminder of 
something to revere or grieve for. And the basis 
of the viewer-citizen’s authority is akin to being 
a witness: what you’ve seen, what you’ve heard 
others have seen, what you think you are going 
to see, and how you felt.

I believe Kevin nailed it by choosing the noctur-
nal to talk about what is happening in Punggol, 
as proxy for a world that teeters between real 

1 ’Wart is short for Stalwart – Exactly Foundation’s 
Stalwart – which Kevin suggested that I write as.

2 Quote from Kodwo Eshun (The Otolith Collective), 
who curated The Chimurenga Library, a travelling 
exhibition from South Africa about self-acquiring 
knowledge on Africa. http://www.theshowroom.org/
exhibitions/the-chimurenga-library 

3 Ho Kwon Ping, Ocean in a Drop (Singapore: World 
Scientific Publishing, 2016), pp. 23–24. Ho refers to the 
400 young parents who gathered at the National Library 
in 2014 to read the banned And Tango Makes Three 
– the “gay penguins” book – to their children; and to 
the 26,000 participants at Pink Dot 2015 who gathered 
“not to oppose the government but to celebrate the 
increasing diversity and self-agency of civil society”.
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Above: Hendrick Goudt, print of Adam Elsheimer, The Flight into Egypt, 1613. Engraving 350 x 398mm

The exceptionally rich and delicate prints made 
by Hendrick Goudt of Elsheimer’s night paint-
ings made them known throughout Europe.6 
Their influence on artists such as Rembrandt and 
Rubens was profound.7

It would seem that some of that same poetry is 
in Kevin Lee’s photographs of the Punggol hin-
terland. Although the moon rarely appears in his 
photographs – Ode to Apay being the only one 
(and the only one with a “poetic” title) – there 
are several images where there is a similar play 
between different light sources and their reflec-
tions, for example, Aida, Malay Fisherlady and 
the exceptionally beautiful Chinese Migrant 
Worker, where the worker illumines a circle 
of water, white and jade, whilst the lights of 
Malaysia reflect on the rippled water as orange 
that nearly sparkles golden.8

A quality he shares with Elsheimer is his strong 
sensation of silence. Silence gives body to night. 

It seems as if night’s darkness is a solid presence 
in these photographs, as if it were a being behind 
a heavy curtain, pressing forward. Darkness 
seems to be moving towards us, creating and 
filling space. These photos have a sense of space 
that is almost numinous. “Silence is space, and 
noise robs us of that,” as Robert Adams notes.9

But, yes, night still also threatens us. In Flann 
O’Brien’s curious novel The Third Policeman, 
the narrator talks of night: “robbing me of the 
reassurance of my eyesight, it was disintegrating 
my bodily personality into a flux of colour, smell, 
recollection, desire – all the strange uncounted 
essences of terrestrial and spiritual existence.”10 
That softening of contour that is the other side 
of the coin to Elsheimer’s poetry can also feel like 
a loss of form, formlessness pulling us down into 
a state of dissolution and nausea.

To feel at home in the night is strange, uncanny, 
un heim lich. We are not creatures of night, we 

Making pictures of night has always been 
problematic.1

Partly this was technical: how can you show 
things in darkness? And partly this was existen-
tial: night was the domain of wolves and ghosts, 
malicious beings that could see in the dark. 
Not even in a town was it safe: to take a walk in 
18th-century London was a risky business, trip-
ping in the uneven road or being waylaid by foot-
pads were likely outcomes.2 Day was the domain 
of the sun and life; night of a moon that waxed 
and waned, and death. 

Nowadays streetlights, gas then electricity, good 
pavements and civic order have made walking at 
night in a town like Singapore a safe and pleas-
ant experience. The power of night’s darkness is 
dismissed. The hostile darkness, that dangerous 
place outside civilization is exiled. Or is it? Does 
night still have mystery or power for us? And if 
so how can we represent it today? 

Kevin Lee’s portrayal of an outlying suburb of 
Singapore – Punggol at nighttime, Northeast 
Hinterland – is an attempt to answer such 
questions.

Originally, the solution to how to portray 
night was to think, as it were, laterally and por-
tray night as a personification: Nox.3 This was 
common until the 17th century – you can think, 

for example, of how Michelangelo represents 
night allegorically in the Medici chapel at San 
Lorenzo, as a sleeping woman or goddess. If 
night wasn’t fearsome, it was at best the realm 
of sleep.

If, in Western art, there is one painting that 
changed our perception of night, it was Adam 
Elsheimer’s 1609 Flight into Egypt, typically 
referred to as “the first true moonlit night 
scene in European painting”.4 Firstly, as Rudiger 
Klessman notes, “Despite the darkness of night, 
the landscape exudes a peace and calm”.5 Beneath 
the moon and Milky Way, we see shepherds 
around a fire and approaching them the Holy 
Family, a torch in Joseph’s hand. The light of the 
moon, fire, torch and also the moon reflected in 
a lake, shape the landscape with a gentle touch. 
Secondly, the stars and moon are depicted with 
unusual precision. Whether Elsheimer used 
a telescope to view the moon and stars before 
painting them is debatable, but Elsheimer almost 
certainly knew Galileo. Whereas his contempo-
rary Caravaggio used darkness in a theatrical 
way to suggest mystery, danger and often death, 
Elsheimer sought to present night as beautiful 
and poetic.

His painting opens the door of night. The night 
becomes a place we may move through with 
security and that our eyes may move across with 
pleasure.

KeYNote essaY

Kevin Lee: Nox in the Banlieue?
Tony Godfrey
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a good way for a philosopher to spend his time; 
particularly in that kind of bastard countryside, 
somewhat ugly but bizarre, made up of two dif-
ferent natures, which surround certain great 
cities, notably Paris.”13

Punggol is different. Little surrounds Singapore 
now save the sea. Whereas it would take mil-
lennia of urban expansion for Paris to expand 
over all of France, Singapore as a city has nearly 
reached its widest possible extant. This last 
Singaporean banlieue will soon be no more. 

The Impressionists rarely painted the banlieue 
at nighttime, but soon after, the notion of the 
painted nocturne, the consciously poetic night 
landscape, developed in England. James McNeil 
Whistler is most associated with the nocturne, 
though after visiting Atkinson Grimshaw, 
Whistler remarked that “I considered myself 
the inventor of Nocturnes until I saw Grimmy’s 
moonlit pictures.”14 Unlike Whistler’s more 
Impressionistic night scenes, Grimshaw worked 
in a more pernickety realistic vein – “sharply 
focused, almost photographic”, his pictures inno-
vated in applying the tradition of rural moon-
light images to the Victorian city, recording “the 
rain and mist, the puddles and smoky fog of late 
Victorian industrial England with great poetry.”15 
We could also use the word “charm”.

Grimshaw’s paintings have, I suspect, had an 
influence on photography partly because they 
look so photographic. It is a soothing, charming 
vision of night, devoid of any social or individual 
angst. However, the dusk or night photographs 
made by Edward Steichen and other pictorialists 
around 1900 are more like Whistler’s nocturnes 
– moody, consciously poetic, a bit blurry. In that 
Lee’s photographs have a clear documentary 
aspect, not decorative, and in that they have a 
strong sense of the otherness of night, they are 
different from either type of nocturne. Where do 

they fit with other photographs of night made 
nowadays?

In 2006, the V&A Museum in London staged 
an exhibition of eight photographers entitled 
Twilight. Its subtitle, “Photographs from the 
Magic Hour”, was annoyingly clichéd for a sur-
prisingly varied and satisfying exhibition, with 
works by Bill Henson, Gregory Crewdson, 
Robert Adams, et al.16

“I have always been fascinated by the poetic 
condition of twilight,” Gregory Crewdson tells 
us. “By its transformative quality. Its power of 
turning the ordinary into something magical and 
otherworldly. My wish is for the narrative in the 
pictures to work within that circumstance. It is 
that sense of in-between-ness that interests me.”17

The conscious theatricality of Crewdson’s twi-
light series links them consciously with the twi-
light zone, and American horror films where 
“gothic” means “scary”. A comparison of one of 
his tropes – people displayed on a street photo-
graphed at an angle – with the way Kevin Lee 
uses it, is telling. Lee’s photograph Wild Mongrels 
shows seven feral dogs wandering about an 
empty highway. In the distance, we see some con-
tainers or trucks. Two rows of streetlights recede 
into the distance. It is simultaneously banal and 
mysterious. In contrast, Crewdson theatricalizes 
his streets: in one, a pregnant woman in a night 
dress stands motionless on a pedestrian cross-
ing; a man standing beside the open door of a 
car, his suitcase on the ground, the rain pour-
ing down; a teenage boy holding a plastic bag 
stands dumbfounded, staring up, in a cone of 
light, mist swirls about, circular pools of light 
recede into the distance.18 Crewdson often takes 
months to stage his photographs, as if they were 
film shoots, with a cast, costumes, even hiring, 
in the case of the last photograph, cherry pickers 
to hold floodlights up high.19 With the exception 

should not feel at home there, but sometimes  
we do.

These photographs are very much about home. 
Of the post-war years, what older Singaporeans 
mainly remember about Punggol is eating 
at some seafood restaurants on the seashore. 
Homely places. People lived there informally. 
But now it is being redeveloped as a 21st-century 
city. If you go to Punggol, what you see is a mass 
of tower blocks, all of which were built in the last 
few years, often 18 stories high, many others in 
construction, whilst nearby land has been flat-
tened for still more. There are malls and mani-
cured parks.

But, beyond that, there is an in-between-land 
– a hinterland as Lee calls it – of step pyramids 
or mastabas of sand brought from places like 
Cambodia for land reclamation, of dormitories 
for foreign workers, towers of concrete blocks. 
It is a non-place that recalls Robert Smithson’s 
Passaic,11 except that here all is so planned and 
protected. You see so much only though fences 
and security bars. The dormitories for overseas 
workers are ringed with barbed wire like prisons. 

And then there is another hinterland, another 
type of margin. Not between the built and yet 
to be built, but between the occupied and the 
surprisingly wild. There is something surreal in 
seeing a sign in Singapore warning of wild dogs 
and boars and reading quaint instructions on 
how to deal with them.

But their time is limited: the spread of the tower 
blocks and the carefully fabricated public gar-
dens round them is inexorable. 

You can find the border between town and the 
wild easily. It is marked firstly by an artificially 
created canal and then by a series of signboards 
warning you off entering the wild: STATE 

LAND. NO ENTRY. TRESPASSERS WILL BE 
ARRESTED. POLICE. Elsewhere signs tell you 
how many people have been convicted for tres-
passing. I suspect it is not so much fear that you 
will be mauled by rampaging dogs and boars as 
a concern with naughty things happening in the 
wilderness beyond: drug-taking, prostitution… 
Or is it?

Many people like these wastelands and are 
lamenting their passing already. Soon there 
will only be a 21st-century abode with excel-
lent amenities, good gardens, cycle paths and 
playgrounds.

The fishing villages are gone, soon the pyramids 
of sand and the wild boars will be gone too. For 
the moment though, there is a curious world in 
Punggol, one suspended between the future and 
the past.

Punggol is what a 19th-century Parisian would 
have called the banlieue, the ground between 
town and country, which as Paris expanded 
would be swallowed in the process known as 
Haussmannization, (after Baron Haussmann, 
prefect of the Seine, who oversaw the moderni-
zation of Paris,) where the working classes were 
driven out of their ghettoes in the city centre to 
the outskirts to live in regimented developments 
beside the factories they would serve.

As art historian T.J. Clark notes, “There was the 
notion… that the curious ground between town 
and country – the banlieue, as Parisians called it 
– had its own poetry.”12 In paintings of the ban-
lieue by lesser artists such as Raffaelli, this is a 
sentimental poetry. In paintings of the banlieue 
by Manet or van Gogh, we invariably sense a 
sense of loss.

The writer Victor Hugo notes, “To wander in a 
kind of reverie, to take a stroll as they call it, is 
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of the two portraits (Lawrence Basapa and Aida),  
Lee set nothing up, just waited.

A curious omission from the V&A show was 
Darren Almond, who had in 1998 begun a long 
series of night photographs at Lacock Abbey 
by photographing the night landscape through 
the same window as Fox Talbot when he made 
the first ever photograph in 1841. It was a pho-
tograph not just about the history of photogra-
phy but also about the very nature of the camera 
and film. Almond uses very long exposures, far 
longer than Lee, but the results are not so dif-
ferent. And Almond states explicitly what is 
implicit with Lee, that such works are also about 
the very nature of seeing and photography. 
Photographing night lets us see a different world 
– one that we live with, but rarely notice.

The artist in that Twilight exhibition closest to 
Lee is Robert Adams, who grew up in and doc-
umented the suburbanization of the American 
West, specifically Colorado. His life has been 
spent documenting those margins where the 
town erodes the landscape. (Then again, “docu-
menting” is the wrong word; Adams was record-
ing the loss but finding some succour, much as 
one might in praying after some misfortune.)

Asked how he sought to achieve such goals, 
Adams replied, “by refusing to cull away evi-
dence of our abuse of the land and of each 
other. And then by refusing to turn away from 
what artists have traditionally celebrated in life 
– beauty.… The chief consolation in paintings 
by Cezanne and Edward Hopper , for instance, 
seems to me to be a peace that derives from the 
wholeness that the artists see in life and mirror in 
their work.”20 At the last, “the pictures reflect my 
continuing conviction that, no matter how hard 
life is, the landscape is beautiful. The light. Even 
over a shopping center.”21

Looking at the photos in Adams’ book Summer 
Night22, one sees a sequence of understated 
images. They take some time to look at, much as 
a nighttime scene requires slow looking – things 
don’t stand out like black and white – except 
for lights and things near lights, everything is a 
shade of dark. Initially the photographs seem to 
be about darkness, but in fact one slowly real-
izes they are about how light discloses itself at 
night. 

This seems true of what Lee is doing, except he 
is also dealing with colour where Adams worked 
solely with black and white. What colours do 
we see? The colours sometimes seem not of this 
world, or not of this daylight world. The spectral 
green that lingers in the unfinished buildings of 
Edgefield Plains. The yellow-browns of dog and 
road in Wild Mongrels and the faint purple haze 
that hangs on the trees. The pink-tinged grey 
that hovers behind the horizon in Punggol Timor 
Island. The purple-grey sky behind the sparkling 
tree in Twilight Marsh Tree. All these and other 
are subtle colours we would not notice in day-
light and ones that I guess could only be captured 
by the newest cameras.

Where Lee also differs from Adams is that he is 
interested in people. Whereas the only person to 
appear in Adams tends to be his wife, Lee has 
Aida, Malay Fisherlady, the Chinese Migrant 
Worker and Lawrence Basapa leading us to the 
site of the Babujan Zoo. The history Adams tells 
is almost exclusively the loss of natural habitat 
and the type of building – tract housing, gas sta-
tion – that has replaced it. Lee is also interested 
in memorializing human history: the old zoo, 
the Sook Ching massacre. The photograph of 
the shack on Punggol Timor Island is as much an 
elegy for the sort of life style the shack represents 
as the landscape that will eventually be sanitized 
or built over.

1 Photographs of night scenes were normally shot in 
the day and then tinted. The human eye is far more 
sensitive to tones at night than any lens. Even today 
many night scenes on TV and film are often shot in 
daylight and then darkened.

2 Of course walking in many towns and suburbs – maybe 
most – is still dangerous. Robert Adams admits that 
the only time he had an assistant was when he shot his 
book of night scenes, Summer Nights, and had a friend 
accompany him as bodyguard. (Interview with William 
McEwen,1995, reprinted in Robert Adams, Along Some 
Rivers: Photographs and Conversations, Aperture, 2006, 
p. 31.)

3 The Latin for night. The word noctis is also used. 
Metaphorically, it was used by Virgil, Ovid, Cicero 
et al to mean sleep, death, blindness, obscurity, 
peril, ignorance. All these metaphors apply in most 
languages. 

4 G. Sello quoted in Ex. Cat. Adam Elsheimer, National 
Gallery of Scotland with Dulwich Picture Gallery, 
London, 2006, p. 177. 

5 Ex. Cat. Adam Elsheimer, National Gallery of Scotland 
with Dulwich Picture Gallery, London, 2006, p. 174.

6 Goudt was a student of Elsheimer. Relations between 
them deteriorated and when Elsheimer failed to pay 
Goudt back the money he had loaned him, Goudt had 
him committed to prison as a debtor.

7 And of course on Claude Lorrain and other painters 
in Italy. As Anthony Blunt writes, “there was a 
tradition founded by Adam Elsheimer of romantic 
and atmospheric landscape.” Anthony Blunt, Nicolas 
Poussin, London. 1958, p. 273.

8 We may also add that though Lee never used a flash 
he did use a small LED torch to “paint” or illumine 
things in Nocturnal Catfish, Throne, Lorong Halus and 
Lawrence Basapa. 

9 Interview with Thomas Weski, 1995, reprinted in 
Robert Adams, Along Some Rivers, p. 25.

10 Flann O’Brien, The Third Policeman, London, 1967, 
p. 101. Attached to this description is one of many 

footnotes about a mythical researcher de Selby who 
held “(a) that darkness was simply an accretion of 
‘black air’, i.e a staining of the atmosphere due to 
volcanic eruptions too fine to be seen with the naked 
eye and also to certain “regrettable” industrial activities 
involving coal-tar by-products and vegetable dyes; and 
(b) that sleep was simply a succession of fainting-fits 
brought on by semi-asphyxiation due to (a).”

11 “A Tour of the monuments of Passaic, New Jersey”, 
1967, Artforum, December 1967, reprinted in Robert 
Smithson, The Collected Writings, pp. 68–74.

12 T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modern Life: Paris in the 
Art of Manet and his Followers, London, Thames and 
Hudson, 1984, pp. 25–26. 

13 Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, 1862, 2:108. Quoted by 
Clark, op. cit. p. 26.

14 Lionel Lambourne, Victorian Painting, London, 
Phaidon Press, 1999, p. 112.

15 Lambourne, pp. 112–13.

16 The other artists were Philip de Corcia, Boris 
Mikhailov, Ori Gersht, Liang Yue and Chrystel Lebas.

17 Quoted in press release for Twilight: Photographs in the 
Magic Hour. V&A, 2006.

18 Beneath the Roses, 2003–2005, 3rd image, 6th image; 
Twilight, 1998–2002, 6th image.

19 To get the teenage boy to co-operate and be suitably 
dumbfounded they plied him with beer. (Personal 
communication from Crewdson, 2006.)

20 Interview with Constance Sullivan, 1994, reprinted in 
Robert Adams, Along Some Rivers, p. 15. 

21 Interview with Thomas Weski, 1995, reprinted in 
Robert Adams, Along Some Rivers, p. 24.

22 Published by Aperture in 1985, it documents night 
scenes both on the edges of Colorado towns like 
Denver and in the Rocky mountains themselves.

His photographs are elegiac like Adams’ but also 
elegiac for human activities and ways of life that 
have been or will be washed away.

Each of Lee’s photographs is about light, or 
finding light or letting light and colour disclose 
themselves. Night, and the darkness of night, 
is always a looming but not hostile presence. 

The photographs are about other things: loss, 
urbanism, animals, human activity and that 
strange sense of being, silent and thoughtful, 
at home but not at home, when we stop and 
look into night. Like all good photographs, they 
remind us to stop sometimes, pause in our walk 
or get out of the car and be part of the night 
landscape.
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Firstly, I would like to thank everybody for the 
participation. A big thanks to Li Li Chung as 
well, for inviting me to be the first artist to launch 
her residency programme. It has been an honour. 

I was interested in the Exactly residency because 
of its “micro-conversation” concept, its absence 
of commodity, format. I wanted to explore the 
idea of narratives, and the culture of fear and 
wonderment. All of which can be imagined or 
manufactured. Objectivity and subjectivity. Your 
truth versus my truth versus our collective truth. 
A visible truth versus one that is felt.

On 19 August 2007, Prime Minister Lee Hsien 
Loong introduced the Punggol 21+ initiative 
to transform Punggol, located in northeast 
Singapore, into “a waterfront town of the 21st 

century”.

The name “Punggol” is derived from the Malay 
word pengger (“dead branches”) and is under-
stood by some as “hurling sticks at the branches 
of fruit trees to bring them down to the ground”. 
Punggol was initially known as Tanjong Rangon, 
as seen on a map under the Jackson Plan of 
1822. The Jackson Plan, also known as the “Plan 
of the Town of Singapore”, was devised by Sir 
Stamford Raffles as a blueprint for rapid urbani-
zation and order in the colony of Singapore. The 
plan, named after Lieutenant Philip Jackson, the 

colony’s engineer and land surveyor, divided 
Singapore into ethnic and functional subdivi-
sions and laid the land out in a grid pattern.

I was born in Fiji, where the minority Chinese 
diaspora is a little over 0.5% of the country’s 
population. The majority are native Fijians and 
Indians brought over as indentured labourers by 
the British. I remember running barefoot across 
the fields. In 1987, there were two coups d’état 
that overthrew the “Indian-dominated” govern-
ment of Fijian PM Timoci Bavadra and resulted 
in the deposition of Elizabeth II as Queen of Fiji, 
and in the declaration of a republic. The Indians 
were viewed as an “immigrant race” and their 
supposed threat to indigenous Fijian culture was 
religious as well as political. 

I am now a citizen of Singapore, where the 
Chinese are the majority at 74%. Malay and 
Fijian are derivatives of the Austronesian lan-
guage family. Austronesian is one of the two larg-
est language families in the world, accounting for 
roughly one-fifth of the languages in the world. 
There are many similar words among them. For 
example, lima is five in both Malay and Fijian; 
kutu means louse in both languages. With time 
and age, I’ve become more and more interested 
in the Singapore story and identity, which now 
directly corresponds to my own. I am considered 
a new migrant.

artist’s statemeNt

Kevin WY Lee, 4th February 2016

Unbeknownst to many, Punggol was also home 
to Singapore’s first public zoo, owned by wealthy 
Indian trader William Lawrence Soma Basapa, 
from the 1920s to the 1940s. Basapa, nicknamed 
“Animal Man”, was often accompanied by a 
big Bengal tiger named Apay. Punggol Zoo, or 
Babujan Zoo, as it was sometimes called, had a 
collection of 200 animals and 2,000 birds. The 
press called it a “Noah’s Ark”. Albert Einstein, 
the father of modern physics, was one of its first 
visitors in 1922 and said it was “a wonderful zoo-
logical garden”.

The zoo was eventually taken over and destroyed 
by the British Army to fight the Japanese inva-
sion in 1942. The British shot the animals and 
freed the birds. Animal Man was devastated 
and passed away a year later in 1943. Nearby 
at Punggol Beach, 400 Chinese civilians were 
massacred by the Japanese Hojo Kempei firing 
squad. The victims were detainees arrested from 
nearby Upper Serangoon Road. China-born 
migrants who came to Malaya in the wake of 
the Second Sino-Japanese War were amongst 
those targeted as “undesirables”. The massa-
cre is referred to as the Sook Ching (肃清), 
meaning to purge (through “cleansing”).

Plankton bloom in February 2015 along the 
north and east coast of Singapore saw thousands 
of fish die and get washed up along the shores. 
They were deprived of oxygen by the growth of 
microorganisms, much smaller beings but in this 
case, most definitely more deadly.

Civilizations are cyclical and repetitive. One is 
not unlike the other. Progress is violent. The 
ruling class, the majority, will always ensure their 
own survival by dominating over other kinds, 
breeds, species.

Today, 50 years into independence, Punggol and 
its surrounding land is a frontier in a nation’s 

continuing dream towards a modern, civilized 
world. According to Kamus Dewan Bahasa dan 
Pustaka (Dictionary of Language and Literature), 
the Malay idiom, “Punggur rebah, belatuk 
menumpang mati” means that if the person who 
is a protector (such as an employer, governor) 
falls, the soldiers will fall as a consequence. 

Northeast Hinterland is a series of nocturnes of 
the area, when sleep and sight are paradoxical, 
when histories, mythologies and legacies of the 
land play hide and seek with the past, present 
and future of its custodianship. “Hinterland”, 
from the German word hinter, refers to a remote 
area beyond major metropolitan or cultural cen-
tres, beyond what is visible or known.

The night is an interesting time. There is a 
Chinese saying “jian bu de guang (见不得光)”, 
referring to that which cannot see the light of 
day. It is an intriguing expression. In the dark, we 
cannot see, so our eyes give way to our minds for 
sight. We predict and imagine. And this imagina-
tion is usually moulded either from fear or won-
derment, what we know and what we don’t. Our 
fate lies in the hands of those who have power 
and light, and our path is determined by where 
they choose to beam and illuminate.

The night cloaks, and the moon, an obscure dis-
tant mirror, renders a surreal palette of hues and 
colours that lack the direct luminance of the sun. 
I chanced upon the baroque nocturnes of Dutch 
Golden Age painter Aert van der Neer after 
making my own images and found comfort in 
his veiled yet vivid nightscapes. Specific to pho-
tography, I wanted to explore seeing in the dark 
through long exposures beyond the possibilities 
of my own eyes. 

After reading the Around-the-Table responses, 
I recall my recent read of George Orwell’s Why 
I Write (2004). In his introduction, he explains 
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in the case of nocturnal Northeast Hinterland, 
the absence of light and clarity. Being the first 
resident artist and guinea pig, I convinced Li 
Li not to offer too much in the way of lead-in 
questions, and instead allow audiences to find 
their own entry and exit points, as a construc-
tive experiment towards tweaking Exactly’s 
methodology.

I believe we had reasonable success. There was 
something for everyone. Lawrence’s peers spoke 
of fond memory and nostalgia, Ngiap Heng felt 
sensuality and seduction, Joanna’s six-year-old 
niece found a brave zookeeper, and Tah Choe’s 
students expressed fear and wonder in their 
varied poetry.

I have some personal favourites amongst the 
many responses. For example, I resonated with 
Jan’s text and Megat’s insights, and Hui May’s text 
was short but sharp. There are also some ques-
tions that I feel deserve responses and further 
dialogue. 

One such is the question of photography as 
a medium – whether the images were docu-
ments, journalism or art, objective or subjective 
recordings. In a conversation with renowned 
Indonesian photojournalist and curator Oscar 
Motuloh, he said “The images of each generation 
of photographers are made of the logos of their 
times.” What are our logos today? Not surpris-
ing, photography, with its realist and “snapshot” 
qualities, and the historical use (and baggage) of 
the camera as documentation device, has always 
been, and will continue to be debated, even as 
the tools, utility and the understanding of them 
continue to evolve. 

Thank you all, once again, for the conversation.

his four motives: Sheer egoism – Desire to seem 
clever, to be talked about, to be remembered 
after death, to get your own back on the grown-
ups who snubbed you in childhood; Aesthetic 
enthusiasm – Perceptions of beauty in the exter-
nal world, desire to share an experience which 
one feels is valuable and ought not to be missed; 
Historical impulse – Desire to see things as they 
are, to find out true facts and store them up for 
the use of posterity; and Political purpose – 
Using the word “political” in the widest possi-
ble sense, desire to push the world in a certain 
direction, to alter other people’s idea of the kind 
of society that they should strive after.

Orwell has eloquently expressed why I make 
work and images, in Northeast Hinterland and 
elsewhere, including my book Suddenly The 
Grass Became Greener (2016). I would assume 
other authors and artists would find sympathy 
in his motives as well.

The main theme explored in Northeast Hinterland 
is the idea of Custodianship. This was a response 
to the site, Punggol, as much as it was a response 
to Singapore and the overwhelming discourse of 
its identity and nationhood in 2015. Singapore 
is a very small piece of territory; issues relating 
to a particular neighbourhood or site are almost 
inseparable from those of the state and nation.

While I authored thematic symbols and mean-
ings to the images, I was deliberate in creating 
and allowing multiple entry points to their 
reading. Li Li recently shared this quote from 
Okakura Kakuzo’s The Ideals of the East (1903): 
“Nothing is more condemned among us as a 
painting which leaves no play for the beholder’s 
imagination…” I subscribe to this. And what are 
photographs but paintings with and of light, or 

PhotoGraPhs
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#4: Sand Dune and Boulders      © Kevin WY Lee at Exactly Foundation Residency, June 2015#3: Wild Mongrels       © Kevin WY Lee at Exactly Foundation Residency, June 2015
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#12: Twilight Marsh Tree      © Kevin WY Lee at Exactly Foundation Residency, June 2015

Fireflies are nocturnal beetles of the Lampyridae family. They take in oxygen and combine it with a substance called luciferin (from the 
Latin word lucifer, “light-bringer”) to produce heatless light. Fireflies use their light to court mates and fight predators.

#11: Pasir Ris Farmway       © Kevin WY Lee at Exactly Foundation Residency, June 2015
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lawrence Basapa
Grandson of William Lawrence Soma Basapa, founder of Punggol Zoo

First 24-hour Response

Kevin’s photos evoke nostalgia. Punggol was always special 
to my family, because of my grandpa’s zoo and weekend 
house on the water there, opposite Coney Island.

The zoo was a casualty of the Japanese invasion.

Punggol seemed to be the loneliest part of Singapore, a 
trait Kevin’s photos capture because one sees only shapes in 
them. These photos enable me to imagine what I knew of 
Punggol in the 50s, 60s, and 70s. In the 50s, there was the 
little Punggol Hotel by the sea, near the new food complex. 
Next to it was a wood and stone house that was let to 
families on weekends, where we sometimes stayed. In the 
60s and 70s, we owned a small half-cabin motorboat. I look 
at the portrait of Aida and remember the makeshift boatel, 
run by a Malay family, who cared for our boats. I look at 
the sea shots and remember taking classmates and our 
girlfriends to Coney Island and Pulau Ubin in our boat.

The photos of the wild dogs and boars, and of me – alone – on the zoo land, inspired me to remember the zoo, our 
family’s pride and the grandfather I never met. And the one shot that brings my emotions to a peak is the photo Kevin has 
titled Ode to Apay – Grandpa’s pet tiger’s name.

Final Response (about two months later) 3rd October 2015

My experiences with Punggol go further back than most of the people with whom I spoke.

I enjoyed the peace of the area. It was an excellent getaway from urban life. Extremely green, with a beautiful seafront. 
Boating from Punggol was easy. The sea wasn’t busy. I like – yet regret – what Punggol has become. Too busy. I drive there 
now and find I still feel like I’m in Singapore. 

Time was, Punggol was a foreign country. Kevin’s photos remind me of what was, and hint at what is to be.

They are splendid photos in that they invoke quite different reactions among people. In my case, many of them evoke a 
sense of time – which simply ticks on and on, leaving nothing but memories.

Family/Friends’ responses

K soon 12th September 2015
Retired Singapore Army Officer, age: 76

I like the photos. Most remind me of the Punggol 
where we soldiers trained. Quiet. Absolutely peace-
ful, day and night. I recall we used the former zoo 
land, which was at the end of Track 22, for some of 
our training exercises and camping in the late 1960s. 
Punggol was so quiet. Some activity at the end of 
Punggol Road at night – there were seafood restau-
rants and an Indian family next to them who cooked 
in their kitchen the best mee goreng I’ve ever eaten.

The shots of the sand piles, and the new unoccupied 
flats, are like portents of transformation to come. 
And the shot of the caught fish – that’s how many 
of us spent our free time during camping. We’d go 
to the pier and fish. Rarely caught anything but one 
trooper once landed a yard-long swordfish. We 
grilled it ourselves.

mrs. K soon 12th September 2015
Housewife, age: 72

I haven’t been to Punggol since maybe the 1980s. 
Used to go there once in a while with two friends 
to play mahjong in a lady’s wooden house in Track 
22 or 24. That lady’s father had been the manager 
of the local agency for Singer Sewing Machines in 
the 1950s. Somehow I remember his name – Mr. Ng 
Mah Piow.

These photos remind me of Punggol back then. 
Except for the skyline from Punggol Point, which 
was already being ruined by the industrial facilities 
in Johor, Punggol was a quiet laid-back place, a bit 
like Kranji minus the farms.

But Kevin’s photos aren’t real for today. I’ve seen 
pictures of what is now Punggol. It’s like a new 
city, already mostly built. These photos have been 
“recrafted” by nightlight to present the area as 
lonely. It really isn’t.

The fisherman photo looks lovely, but only because 
it doesn’t show the ugliness of what’s creating the 
amber lights in the sea.

Gayle Basapa 11th September 2015
Accountant, age: 31

I’ve never been to Punggol although I know where 
it is, and that Great-grandpa had Singapore’s first 
zoo and bird park there. The shot of you, Daddy 
(Lawrence Basapa in Site of Babujan Zoo) – you look 
like a ghost-buster!

But I’ve also heard a lot from friends who have been 
there, and from their older family members. The 
whole area, they claim, is haunted by the ghosts 
of the Chinese men who were slaughtered by 
Japanese firing squads. That’s why no one ever did 
anything there all this time – or so the story goes. So, 
from what I know of Punggol, these photos do show 
a place that seems haunted – flats with no one living 
in them, a mysteriously lit tree, and a red-eyed dog 
that looks like a devil.

James Bon sian sou 20th September 2015
Retired HR Manager, age: 73

I knew about only two aspects of Punggol – the 
Basapa zoo and birdpark, and Matilda House. I 
once visited Matilda House, perhaps twenty years 
ago, in a dare. I was told it was haunted. I spent an 
hour in it, early one night, alone. The only eerie expe-
rience during that hour was the howling of some 
dogs out on Punggol Way. I felt nothing and saw 
nothing in the house. But it did leave me with the 
thought that Punggol equals haunted. And that’s 
what these photos communicate to me, even the 
woman angler looks like a ghost-buster. 

But the one shot in this stack that sums up my over-
all impression of Punggol is the red-eyed dog. Looks 
possessed! 

dominic 22th September 2015
Undergraduate, age: 19

I’m unable to form any opinion of this bunch of 
photos as a collection. Individually some are artistic 
e.g. Nocturnal Catfish, Punggol Timor Island, Site of 
Babujan Zoo, Sand Dunes, Chinese Migrant Worker.

But do they say: Punggol? Not to me, unless I see a 
caption with “Punggol” in it.

And why the title Northeast Hinterland? Punggol is 
no longer dependent on the city – it is a growing 
township. If this is part of a photo essay on Punggol, 
I hope the photographer covers this growing town-
ship too.

Pachiam suinethamby 5th October 2015
Retiree (Shell Malaysia), age: 83

I know Punggol Babujan Zoo. Whenever my family 
went to Singapore to visit friends and relatives, 

I would be taken there for a day. It was basic by 
present standards but back then. I’d never seen so 
many strange animals and birds in one place.

I once saw a man, definitely was Basapa. He was 
leading a huge tiger to his house on the sea. He had 
a chain around the cat’s neck. We were enthralled. 
Mr. Basapa invited us to stroke the tiger but we 
declined.

If you didn’t tell me these photos are of Punggol, 
they would not bring back such memories.

In essence, they are nicely crafted pictures. But they 
don’t on their own say anything to me.

If you forced me to give a view, it would be this: they 
scare me.

samad alwi 23rd September 2015
Retiree, age: 77

You tell me these pictures are of Punggol and I think 
– yes. They have the right “flavour”.

They remind me of the most important bomoh in 
Singapore during my boyhood. His name was Guan 
Bok, who lived in Lorong Buangkok and was in high 
demand, even in Malaysia and Indonesia. Guan 
Bok was a ghost-buster but he never did evil. He 
only undid evil. My family used his services twice – to 
cleanse an old house which we rented, and to rid 
an aunt’s home of disturbances. Guan Bok died in 
the mid-1960s. He was cremated and his ashes cast 
into the sea off Pulau Serangoon (Coney Island).

Clarice lim 25th September 2015
PR Consultant, age: 31

I find these pictures mostly disturbing. Some, e.g. 
those catfish, are a trifle ethereal. Others, e.g. the 
red-eyed dog, are a bit scary. The guy (“Oh my 
God! It’s you!”) walking into the unknown with a lan-
tern looks like it belongs on the cover of a Stephen 
King or Jeffrey Deaver book.

Spreading them out over my dining table, and 
looking at them as a portfolio, yes, I get the feel-
ing that we are looking at the area’s past, and its 
transformation.

But there’s little life to see. So it tells me that Punggol’s 
redevelopment (development?) is a work that’s 
underway.
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It was certainly interesting to see that part of Singapore. It was surprising to me that wedding couples would choose to go there for their 
photo shoots. Guess you can find beauty anywhere if you look for it.
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The first thing that struck me when I began to edit was that there was a strong overtone of “man made” or the artificial in my 
photographs. It’s in the tree, the structures, peoples’ hands, the animals and even in the shadows. I know that Singapore is a very 
young, manufactured and structured environment but this genuinely surprised me. Personally, that is somewhat counterbalanced 
by the amount of natural sky that seems to keep appearing and almost dominating. So I deviated from my normal square format 
to keep that feeling intact as it somehow seemed very significant. I don’t mean to be critical of “artificial” or controlled nature as I 
believe that there is a strange beauty in that as well. I think that somehow came into my photographs.

There were, of course, some absurd moments like the wedding party – what a lovely bunch of kids. I am not sure what to make 
of that, other than the sheer surprise at using a location like that in such a way. Incredible. I have learned again that beautiful and 
poetic moments can happen anywhere and at any time. I think in looking back, this was a pivotal moment for me in breaking out 
of the blind alley that I was going down until that point.
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