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The Art of Chua Mia Tee: A Portrait of a Life's Work is the first significant monograph on
the artist Chua Mia Tee, marking his conferment of the Cultural Medallion in 2015. This
ambitious undertaking brings together for the first time in a single volume, more than 300
works of art that have anchored Chua'’s reputation as one of Asia’s foremost Realist artists.

It pays tribute to the artist’s celebrated paintings Epic Poem of Malaya (1955), Portrait of
Lee Boon Ngan (1957) and National Language Class (1959), and gathers works, including
Chua'’s sculptures and murals from over 40 public, corporate and private collections. Many
of these works have not been published and have rarely, if ever, been seen by the public.

Special features in this book include over 30 of Chua's Parliamentary sketches of
1978-79, and portraits of almost every single Singapore President sworn-to-office and
nearly every Chief Justice appointed. Chua'’s stellar list of luminaries in Singapore throw
light on the breadth and scope of his commissioned works. This publication also traces
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how his depictions of the working-class and “vanishing scenes” of a rapidly changing city
have captured the hearts and imagination of the larger community.

With essays and contributions from prominent writers and museum curators, this
monograph illuminates the life, thought and work of one of Singapore’s most influential
artists. This definitive artist monograph, spanning almost seven decades of Chua's
practice since the 1950s, is an invaluable resource and addition to the canon of works in
Singapore art research and development.
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visit our website at: ISBN 978-981-4779-22-7
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A Sampan on Singapore River | 1978
Qil on canvas | 21 x 61 cm

Private Collection
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Morning at Botanic Gardens | 1983
Qil on canvas | 61 x 91 cm

Private Collection
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Self-portrait | 1988
Qil on canvas | 90 x 60 cm

Artist's Collection

Contents

Message
by Madam Halimah Yacob, President of the Republic of Singapore 9

Message
by Mrs Rosa Daniel, Chief Executive Officer, National Arts Council 10

Preface 11

Section 1
The Right Path: Chua Mia Tee's Artistic Journey
EEH, AT —REHLRKLEEM

by Zou Lu 4f # 12
Section 2

Enduring Values: Continuity and Change in the Art of Chua Mia Tee

by Low Sze Wee 82
Section 3

Visions of a Nation 124
Section 4

A City in Transition

by Chang Yueh Siang 198
Section 5

Chua Mia Tee and Lee Boon Ngan: Inseparable for 65 Years

by Dr Chua Yang 266
Section 6

Travelogues 300
Afterword

A Life's Work, in the Artist's Words

by Chua Mia Tee 334
Overview 338
Awards and Appointments 340
Selected Timeline 342
Bibliography 346
About the Writers 350

Acknowledgements 351



'”“.F' y ! b T

Painting of The Istana | 1986
Oil on canvas | 76 x 106 cm

Collection of National Museum of Singapore

Message

The Art of Chua Mia Tee: A Portrait of a Life’s Work is more than just

a showcase of Mr Chua’s commissioned portraits. These portraits

remind us of Singapore's identity in today's world, and offer o

unique and invaluable perspective of our journey as a nation.

Reading this book is akin to perusing an album of
the most inspiring figures in Singapore’s history —
from founding fathers to celebrated individuals in
our political, social and cultural arenas. Not only
do the portraits capture the remarkable physical
likeness of his subjects, they also depict the more
elusive qualities of personality traits, dispositions

and emotions.

As a celebrated Cultural Medallion recipient,
Mr Chua has proven to be an outstanding portrait
artist. He has painted portraits of almost every
Singapore President sworn-to-office since 1965.
And Mr Chua's depiction of subjects from his
childhood growing up in Chinatown and along the

Singapore River are beloved by many.

Mr Chua's earliest works date as far back as the

1950s when he captured traditional scenes of life

in Singapore which he felt were fast disappearing.
He also featured workers who toiled ceaselessly
in Singapore's early years. From boatmen to con-
struction workers, blacksmiths to samsui women,
these paintings are a reminder of the unsung
heroes who helped bring about the development
and progress we enjoy today. They honour the
labour, sacrifices, hopes and dreams of those who

contributed to Singapore’s development.

| congratulate Mr Chua and his family for putting
together such a beautiful publication chronicling
a lifetime of inspiring paintings, which, in doing
so, gives us an evocative documentation of our

nation’s story.

MADAM HALIMAH YACOB
President of the Republic of Singapore



10

Message

In 2015, Mr Chua Mia Tee was conferred the Cultural Medallion,

Singapore's highest national award for artistic excellence. A

distinguished artist, Mr Chua's works span almost 70 years and he

is widely recognised as one of Singapore'’s foremost Realist artists.

His life's work has shaped the course and deve-
lopment of portraiture as a genre in Singapore's
unique canon of works. Chua Mia Tee has painted
Singapore and her people for over 65 years, and
today, many of his works reside in the National

Collection.

The National Arts Council is pleased to acknow-
ledge his contributions to Singapore’s visual arts
in this publication, The Art of Chua Mia Tee:
A Portrait of a Life’s Work. As the first in-depth
monograph of the artist, this publication is a timely
and resonant effort to capture a significant part of

the artist's life and practice.

Many of Chua’s works have become iconic images
that have gone on to inspire other artists as well
as writers, playwrights and filmmakers. He is cele-
brated as an outstanding portraitist with a wide-
ranging portfolio of “sitter-subjects” that encom-
pass Presidents, judges, bankers and businessmen.
He also stands as the portrait artist of “the worker”

and "man-in-the-street”.

The Art of Chua Mia Tee: A Portrait of a Life's Work

Those in the cultural field regard Mr Chua as a
sensitive observer of social realities at different
times in our nation’s history. He has depicted the
realities of the post-war period in 1950s Singapore,
as well as the sweeping transformations through-
out the city-state during the 1970s and 1980s. He
continues to interpret his surroundings on canvas
and paper even today at the age of 87. Through
this publication, we appreciate how Mr Chua has
captured the moments, scenarios and stories of a

generation of people in Singapore.

The Council extends heartiest congratulations to
Mr Chua for the launch of this publication, and
deepest appreciation for his contribution to
Singapore’s arts landscape over the years. We
believe that current and future audiences will
continue to appreciate his practice, be inspired
by his work, and come to learn more about him

through this publication.

MRS ROSA DANIEL
Chief Executive Officer

National Arts Council

Preface

The Art of Chua Mia Tee: A Portrait of a life’s VWork had unassuming
beginnings. Upon his conferment of the Cultural Medallion (CM)
in 2015, Mr Chua Mia Tee expressed his wish to have the CM

grant applied to producing “a simple album” of his artworks.

There was mostly surprise that a significant artist’s monograph or

catalogue raisonné had not already been published.

The book team, brought together by the artist’s
daughter Dr Chua Yang, comprised parties that
had past affiliations with the artist. The publisher
had a corporate history as the artist's former
employer — producing art calendars and children’s
books, with Chua as the principal illustrator during
the 1970s. The publisher had also made a notable
donation of their collection of Mr Chua’s paintings

to the Singapore Art Museum in 2005.

The support team came from a former museum
curator and her firm that had previously researched
and written on the artist’s practice. Similarly, the
contributors are highly regarded in their fields of
expertise and have had significant scholarship,
exhibitions and curating experience in the areas
of Realism, post-war art and specifically with
Mr Chua’s works. The structure and chapters of
the book were developed for coherence and to
suggest certain perspectives, without over-simpli-

fying the breadth and diversity of Chua’s oeuvre.

As the project progressed, it became increasingly

clear that it was an endeavour that could not be

exhaustive. Challenges abounded: artworks that
had left the artist’'s hands were not easily traced,
some due to the limits of time and resources, others
were irretrievably lost or damaged. Yet others were
in the holdings of collections that were not easily

assessible, even for photographic documentation.

This book is a watershed in many ways — it
marks the first time Chua Mia Tee's significant
commissions from the collections of The Istana,
Supreme Court and Parliament of Singapore are
published in a single volume; it is also the first
extensive profile of Chua’s sculptural practice as
well as of his work as a designer and illustrator.
Further, it is the first instance that images of
Chua's early works and family photographs have
been published in the context of a dedicated

art publication.

The book team is gratified and appreciative of
the support of more than 40 public, corporate
and private collections and countless individuals
who have extended their invaluable assistance in

this project.



Chua Mia Tee's Portrait of Lee Boon Ngan (1957) in a special installation
with “giant frame”, National Gallery Singapore Grand Opening
Celebrations, 2015. (Image courtesy of National Gallery Singapore.)
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The Right Path:
Chua Mia Tee's

Artistic Journey

by Zou Lu

It was an extraordinary year for
Singapore in 2015 as the nation
celebrated its 50th birthday. It was
a time of festivity and jubilation with
nationwide events and celebrations
throughout the year.

The year also marked an important milestone in the
Singapore art scene. The grand opening of the National
Gallery Singapore took place in November 2015, after
four years of construction at a cost of $$532 million. This
was also considered a major event on the international

art scene.

The year was also a time for Chua Mia Tee to celebrate
as he was awarded the Cultural Medallion in October
2015. The Cultural Medallion is the highest honour
that can be accorded to local artists and practitioners
who contribute to the development of the arts in
Singapore. With his accomplishments in the visual arts,
Chua Mia Tee found himself in the limelight as well as on

the covers of newspapers and magazines.

ERH, AT

—REH LKL

JE 2] il

41 5%

20155, XS#T AR kAR,
AE LA —F, RARER
SR — 5, X — R
WH B0, 2hAFR
LS PR ARAR,

20154, *F# i ERR R, RH
LRABAFRAL ) — F, A7 532103 T,
HEHOFELATENEREARELILA®
FIH, BRALRERARFEBEFZ—,

20154, MELF R, RHFLRMAFR
&8, TLRAMFERME, 20155104,
R AR AL AR B sk 89 F B AL
R, PHIFRALRE, RLHFANLLAR
BATRAT AT RANTT, LB L
TRFRSOHIFLE,



14

As part of the opening celebrations of the National
Gallery Singapore in November 2015, a gigantic version
of a Chua Mia Tee oil painting was displayed as an art
installation on the steps leading to the gallery entrance.
The selected work was a portrait of a teenage girl,
Lee Boon Ngan, painted in 1957. Lee would later
became Chua Mia Tee's wife. The large-scale projec-
tion of this young girl with a hint of defiance, rapidly
gained an international audience especially within social

media communities.

Chua Mia Tee appeared in a number of publicity videos
made in conjunction with the opening of the National
Gallery Singapore. This appearance of the refined silver-
haired artist on public media platforms brought him
into the public eye. As a representative of the local arts
scene, Chua met with Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
at the opening of the National Gallery Singapore,
where the Prime Minister shook his hand warmly and

congratulated him on his achievements.

Despite being showered with praise and accolades, this
poised 84-year-old gentleman never once lost his calm
demeanour. He attended events the way he always did,
holding his wife's hand, arriving and leaving quietly,
unaffected by his newfound fame. In his words, Chua
viewed receiving national recognition in the form of
the Cultural Medallion as a “joy in his late stage of
life”. His sophistication and composure are admirable.
Even during media interviews, he merely reiterated
what he had previously proclaimed, that his pursuit of

Realist art was indeed “the right path” to have taken.

The Art of Chua Mia Tee: A Portrait of a Life's Work
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“A Belated Honour"” and

“Maestro of Realism”

Two important essays were published in the Lianhe
Zaobao shortly after Chua Mia Tee received the Cultural
Medallion. Dr Ho Kah Leong, a former principal of the
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) who is known as
an "artist politician”, penned an essay titled “A Belated
Honour”, in which he pointed out, “Mr Chua should have
received national awards in recognition of his artistic
achievements long ago. Now, he has finally received this
prestigious award. This recognition might have come a
tad late but it is still an affirmation and recognition of
his life-long dedication to the arts as well as a gesture
of thanks from the nation to him for the numerous

cultural assets that he has created over his lifetime.”

Dr Ho added candidly, “On 17th March 1986, in the
foreword of Mr Chua's first catalogue of his works, |
wrote that ‘among the many painters of his generation,
Chua Mia Tee is undoubtedly the leader of the Realist
School of painters. In a time when generations of
artists were born in unbroken succession, the art scene
resembled a vibrant garden with colourful and varied
blooms, each representing a different artist dabbling in
a different school of artistic pursuit. However, painters
specialising in Realism were few and those who made a
name for themselves were even rarer. Hence, Mr Chua

is fully deserving of the title of ‘Maestro of Realism’”.

This was not the only instance Dr Ho Kah Leong had
expressed admiration for Chua Mia Tee's work. Chua
was Ho Kah Leong’s teacher when Ho was a NAFA
student in 1955. In subsequent decades, Ho himself
was seen constantly honing his fundamentals through
painting en plein air. Indeed, Ho Kah Leong deeply
believed that a strong foundation was important to the

growth and eventual success of an artist.
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A
Festive Air in Chinatown | 1983
Oil on canvas | 61 x 91 cm A

A Crowded Marketplace | 1983

Private Collection
Qil on canvas | 122 x 163 cm

Private Collection

The Right Path: Chua Mia Tee's Artistic Journey 17

16 The Art of Chua Mia Tee: A Portrait of a Life's Work



- .___.Ill

18

=3

G

A

Snatching a Little Leisure | 1982
Oil on canvas | 61 x 91 cm

Private Collection

The Art of Chua Mia Tee: A Portrait of a Life's Work
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Marketplace (Beside K K Market) | 1977

Qil on canvas | 61 x 91 cm

Private Collection

The Right Path: Chua Mia Tee's Artistic Journey
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Another person who wrote a dedicated essay for Chua
Mia Tee is Han Tan Juan, a familiar name in the local
media scene. Han had always been known for his candid
and forthright writing style. In his essay, he wrote that
this “belated honour” was better late than never. He
also reminded readers that “Chua Mia Tee was already
a household name in the 1950s art scene. Back then, his
painting titled Epic Poem of Malaya was regarded as a
true masterpiece of Realist painting, attaining a level

that no other local painter could achieve.”

Han also recalled that “between the 1950s and the
1960s, the Singapore art scene saw a strong pool of
extremely talented Realist painters. Other than Chua
Mia Tee, other outstanding painters included Lee Boon
Wang (Chua's brother-in-law) and Tay Kok Wee. Their
works are rooted in the lives of the working class and
reflected their realities truthfully. Looking at their paint-
ings, one could feel the pulse of the era. The leader of
this community of artists was Chua Mia Tee himself. The
group operated out of the Equator Art Society (EAS),

which was founded by Chua and other artists.”

Equator Art Society

A well-established professional artist whose works have
received countless accolades over the years, Chua
was unlike many others as his fame was not a recent
phenomenon. Over the years, he had been steadily
producing paintings that excelled in quantity and
quality. Why then, was this honour so belated?

Some have speculated that his role as a founding

member of the Equator Art Society resulted in the delay.
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really affect him being officially recognised by the state?
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Chua Mia Tee's recollections of the EAS are less
dramatic and fervent than what many may imagine.
There is no bitterness, not because of a mellowing over
time, but rather what he remembers are mainly the

sentiments when the EAS was first founded.

In 1956, at the behest of Lim Hak Tai, the then-Principal
of NAFA, Chua Mia Tee returned as a lecturer to his
alma mater, where he became a colleague to his former
teacher Cheong Soo Pieng. Chua Mia Tee was in his
early 20s then, while Cheong Soo Pieng (1917-1983)
was about 40 years old. A bold advocate of Realism in
art, Chua Mia Tee placed great emphasis on honing the
basic painting skills of a budding painter while Cheong
was inclined towards Abstract art and encouraged his

students to innovate.

Their contrasting approaches pointed to two divergent
paths in artistic pursuits. On hindsight, Chua Mia Tee
conceded that he was once young and arrogant. With
his youthful pride and charm, Chua gradually amassed
a following of young painters, mostly his students, who

believed in his chosen course of Realism.

The EAS was founded upon the foundations of an art
research society, set up by the graduate classes of
1953 from various Chinese secondary schools. Chua
Mia Tee was invited to be the art director of this earlier
organisation, which was later dissolved in September
1956. Chua, with a few like-minded friends as well as
some younger NAFA students, then grouped them-
selves together to set up the EAS. Being one of its
pioneer founders, Chua Mia Tee became the first
president of EAS.

Chua Mia Tee with Indonesia's leading
Realist artist Basoeki Abdullah, c.1988.

The Art of Chua Mia Tee: A Portrait of a Life's Work
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Artists who had relatively weaker foundations or
pursued Abstraction seemed to have automatically
become opponents of the EAS. Cheong Soo Pieng
had once jokingly called Chua Mia Tee a “traitor”. In
the long history of art, there have been many artists
who have had different artistic aspirations and held
different ideals, many of whom have similarly earned

the title of "artistic traitors”.

Now, six decades later, Chua recollects that he merely
wanted to uphold his ideals of pursuing Realism in art.
Despite their differences, Chua still held Cheong Soo
Pieng in high regard as his teacher. As Chua was at one
point posted to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, by his employer,
he was less involved in the subsequent developments
of the EAS. Catalogues from EAS exhibitions over the
years also tell a similar tale. Chua Mia Tee was much
involved in EAS's inaugural exhibition, even penning
essays on top of contributing his paintings to the event,
but in the following years, his involvement was limited

to contributing paintings to joint exhibitions.

In fact, if we delve into the history of EAS, we would
see that it was a society of professionals, with twin
goals of providing art education and contributing to
the development of art in Singapore. In its heyday,
EAS had professional artists conducting classes in oil
painting, portraits, charcoal drawing and watercolours.
These classes, held once or twice weekly, attracted a
spectrum of students, ranging from budding novice
painters to experienced artists, who signed up for
the classes because of the reputation of EAS and its
members. Besides learning the basics of drawing
and painting, students were also taught art theory.
They too had the chance to appreciate outstanding
works by foreign artists, especially those by Russian
Realist painters, including but not limited to works
by Peredvizhniki artist llya Yefimovich Repin. Group
activities such as film screenings and picnics were also

organised for the students.
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In the Bus Returning Home from Work | 1953

Woodcut on paper | Dimensions not available

Covers of the Equator Art Society art exhibition catalogues
for 1960 and 1965.

The 1960 cover features the plaster version of lee Boon
Wang's sculpture of Chua Mia Tee, immersed in thought
(Before the Moment of Painting, 1959). The 1965 EAS
cover features Auguste Rodin's sculpture Le Penser (The
Thinker) that was the central figure of Rodin’s composition
Cates of Hell after Dante's Divine Comedy. Originally
called Le Poéte (The Poel), this figure was famous in

the art world for representing both infellect and poetic
imagination. The EAS selected this figure as their emblem
but instead of alluding to the Gates of Hell, incorporated
the image of the globe of the world.

A
Untitled (Man) | 1959 Chua Mia Tee was exhibiting his works as early as 1951,

Oil on canvas | Dimensions not available with his woodcuts reproduced in newspapers in the early <

Signed Chai with date 15.12.59 1950s. Chua was one of the founding members of the Untitled (Boy with Cigarette) | c.1950s

Qil on canvas | Dimensions not available

Equator Art Society (founded 1956) that emphasised Realism

as a painting style as well as an aesthetic philosophy.
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Unfortunately, following EAS's official disbandment, it
was perceived as something of a taboo in opposition
to the nation’s ideology. Interviews with several ex-
directors of EAS reveal that they knew very little about

the actual reasons for the society’s demise.

It is not hard to see how the nationalist and anti-
colonialist stance adopted by the EAS was in tune
with the zeitgeist of their time. They put forth the
idea that art should serve the masses by employing
art as a means to reflect the everyday realities faced
by the common folk. This approach won widespread
support and praise at that time. If NAFA was the
cradle in which artists found their calling and built
strong art foundations, EAS could be said to be
the site where they further honed their skills and
refined their techniques as well as attained greater
heights and accomplishments in their artistic careers.
Ms Georgette Chen, a NAFA teacher then, took a
personal interest in the growth of her students as
artists after graduation. She attended every exhibition
organised by the EAS to show her support and witness

her students’ maturing skills.

The EAS might have had a short history but its histo-
rical impact and influence has long been neglected.
Kwok Kian Chow, the former director of the Singapore
Art Museum, wrote in his book Channels and Con-
fluences that the maturation of Realism as a painting
style in Singapore was a result of EAS’ work. From the
time of its inception, many prominent local artists have
directly or indirectly been associated with or influenced
by the EAS. Many EAS members went on to become
remarkable and widely-acclaimed “second-generation”
artists, including Chua Mia Tee, Lee Boon Wang, Koeh
Sia Yong, Tay Boon Pin, Tan Choh Tee, Siew Hock Meng,

Lim Yew Kuan and Ong Kim Seng, among others.

The Art of Chua Mia Tee: A Portrait of a Life's Work

FEERAR AL S & ZANRA K
ZEEHZH P, ANGINEEXLEREAF
SRR, LTRAERY, 1
s “LRAANKRRS" 90 L, A
AERZAAALIE, R MLl R ARY
IEAEFE, xR AR Fe i 28
BA, R EFEE, L ARTAK
B R, WWTLARGKR, 24 —K
ANITBELRILT, BHEARERY, AL
RE Rty £ F#t—F, APk,
HAEFEERARET ., SHAEHEEY
RKHEXEMELEFTXCFAELBHER
mK, FBFELRARES LK, WA F
B2 IF S, AT L.

“IRET ML R REY, 12 kRl M m
KA Hy Fo iR R v — AVA RS, HEEAK
R, FEREARAEAIERKRIFEL LS
$ K% “Channels and Confluences”
FeAr oI = 2 L3 R RS T HRiE 2
AR (B “KE" ) 9% hH, L
L, ARG FREARRS 5V VA&
HERFREAEXER, “FE" HREZA
J& R A TN B A AR R 69 FT Ao 3k B — A,
TARR, JmBRLH, T, FHFH. AL
R BREF., FFER. AR, Z2RF,

4
Indian Boy with Pot | 1961
Qil on canvas | 60 x 48 cm

Private Collection
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Selected Equator Art Society Exhibitions

No | Date Venue Guest-of-Honour Media Coverage
1 13th-15th Singapore Chinese Dr Lin Wo Chiang Equator Art Society to hold
June 1958 Chamber of (Professor of art exhibition (8th June 1958,
(3 days) Commerce & Industry | Economics, Nanyang Siang Pau)
Head of Politics
and Economics,
Nanyang
University), Member
of Singapore
Cultural Committee
2 5th—7th Victoria Memorial Hall | Minister for Culture, | Equator Art Society to hold
February S. Rajaratnam its second art exhibition next
1960 (3 days) month, with the Minister for
Culture gracing its opening
ceremony (19th January 1960,
Nanyang Siang Pau)
3 28th February- | Victoria Memorial Hall Opening ceremony of Equator
3rd March Art Society's 3rd exhibition
1963 (4 days) to be held on the 28th
(18th February 1963, Nanyang
Siang Pau)
4 2nd-6th Victoria Memorial Hall | President of A showcase of "truth, goodness
January 1965 Equator Art Society, | and beauty" for public
(5 days) Feng Jun Shui inspection — Equator Art
Society's exhibition held over
the 5-day holiday at Victoria
Memorial Hall (3rd January
1965, Nanyang Siang Pau)
5 27th-30th Victoria Memorial Hall Equator Art Society to hold
October 1966 exhibition at the end of this
(4 days) month (9th October 1966,
Nanyang Siang Pau)
6 25th-27th Singapore Equator Art Society celebrates
October 1968 | Chinese Chamber its 12th birthday by holding
(3 days) of Commerce an art exhibition on the 25th
(Clubhouse) (14th October 1968, Nanyang
Siang Pau)
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Art, His True Passion

Chua Mia Tee had no interest in politics and his true
passion was in art. In secondary two, he decided to quit
school to enroll in NAFA to receive proper guidance
in art education and develop himself. According to
Chua, he achieved good results in the cultural lessons in
Chung Cheng High School, but his heart was already
not in his studies. He had only one single thought,
which was to learn to paint. Consequently, he made his
own personal decision to enroll himself in NAFA. As a
boarder, he lodged in the school and devoted all his
days and nights to painting.

Chua Mia Tee said that life was simple back then and
his thoughts were as simple as his life. As a boarder at
NAFA, he lived in the school and had all his meals on
campus. Every morning he would go to the art studio
and paint. One could often find him painting in the
studio even before other students arrived for their first
class of the day at 9am. During their morning break,
when the rest of the class enjoyed their coffee and
interacted with each other, Chua Mia Tee would be
in front of his easel. In those days, NAFA had both a
morning and an afternoon session. When the students
in the afternoon session took the place of those in the
morning session, Chua Mia Tee would still be painting.
During his time in NAFA, Chua spent twice or thrice
the amount of time and effort in learning and practi-
sing his craft as compared to other students. He hardly
left the studio and would only stop and rest when the
Principal’s help called him to the dining table. Chua
Mia Tee built a very strong foundation in this manner.
His diligence and outstanding performance left a deep
impression on Principal Lim Hak Tai, so much so that
Lim hired Chua as a Western Art teacher for the after-
noon sessions, even before Chua had completed his
third year of studies at NAFA.
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Chua Mia Tee stated that, even as he first started
painting, he was very clear about his aspiration to
“become a good painter”. During his boarding years
in NAFA, an oil painting by Xu Beihong entitled Portrait
of Mr Gao Peize influenced him greatly and inspired
him to decide on pursuing Realism in his own art. Chua
Mia Tee has always believed that Realism was the best
way to represent an objective reality, as this approach
allowed viewers to understand a painting instantly.
There were two aspects to this understanding. An
intuitive understanding referred to a judgement on
whether a painting resembles what it is supposed to
depict and whether the representation is correct; an
intellectual understanding referred to how an observer
critiques and judges a painting based on how the subject
of the painting is treated, the theme of the painting,
its subject matter, concept, composition and mode of
expression, among other criteria. Thus, Realism allowed
an artist to hold deep conversations with his viewers
and to establish a resonance with them. For Chua,
this journey of Realism “was not one whereby | had to
feel my way forward in the dark blindly. It was one in
which | had a clear goal which | worked towards,
wholeheartedly and relentlessly, all the while hoping

to better my craft.”

Many would intuitively comment, “Oh, you've really
put in a lot of hard labour.” To that, Chua would always
correct them with a smile, “It is not hard work. | derive
joy from painting. When | paint, | don't feel tired; the
only thing | feel is joy, both spiritually and physically.
This is especially so when | complete a painting. That
sense of euphoria and bliss is difficult to put in words.

1

| always feel so ecstatic, and so blessed!” Paraphrasing
the words of Zhuangzi, “We are not fish, and therefore
cannot experience the joy felt by fish.” Chua Mia Tee
lives fully in the world of art, a world which he dove
headlong into so many years ago. In the blink of an eye,
six decades have passed, yet he is still as fully immersed

in art now as he was in the days of his youth.
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Important Milestones

Chua’s works are numerous and his representative
works manifold. As most were commissioned works
or have already been sold, a complete catalogue-
inventory as to the actual number of his works would
be no easy feat. Chua said that when he was young,
he could complete a painting very quickly. When the
work was finished, people would heap praises on it
and in his delight, he would give away the painting as
a gift. Who knows how many such “gifts” were actually
out there? Chua had no concept of the market then,
and was simply overjoyed when someone admired his
work, hence his frequent giving away of his paintings.
A look back at his artistic career would find piece after
piece of artwork born as the labour of his long art
journey, each symbolising a milestone where he rose

to a greater height.

Chua’s most iconic oil painting from his early days, Epic
Poem of Malaya, was first published on 14th August
1956 in the Chinese daily, the Nanyang Siang Pau.
The 1950s and 1960s saw vigorous anti-colonial move-
ments in Singapore and Malaya in which students from
Chinese schools were the agents and participants.
The British colonial government required compulsory
military service but there were youths who felt that
Singapore and Malaya did not belong to them and
wanted to return to China to help build a new China.
Some of them left without a backward glance or any
notice, resulting in many emotional scenes at Clifford
Pier, where desperate parents tried to keep their

determined children from leaving.

On the other hand, youths who chose to stay and fight
for self-rule and independence were conscientiously
studying Malayan history, language and culture in order
to establish a sense of rootedness. Epic Poem of Malaya
(1955, p.48-49) was a product of that era. The painting
depicts a group of young people at a picnic listening

attentively to a young man. These youth were portrayed
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in a passionate and attentive manner with serious
expressions. The individual elements, the execution
of the background as well as the attention to detail all
contribute to this dramatic piece, drawing viewers into
the scene, capturing their attention. The painting is a
mark of its era and contains the voices then — one can
almost hear the wind sweeping from the mountains and
the waves roaring in the distance, thereby feeling the

same passions burning in one’s blood.

The painting was first publicly exhibited at the Chinese
Chamber of Commerce, where there was an endless
stream of visitors, many of whom viewed the painting
more than once. What was interesting was that visitors
could not resist waving away the fly on one of the
listener’s shoulders, not realising it was painted and
not real. This bit of detail constitutes an interesting

aspect of the painting.

National Language Class (1959, p.130-131) is another
important work. In 1959, the People’s Action Party took
power and sought merger with Malaya. Malay language
classes were common as there was a growing interest
in learning the language. An educational board was
established on Fort Canning Hill, and one of its duties
was to provide Malay Language classes. The Bahasa
Kebangsaan (National Language) classes reflected
the eagerness of the masses to learn the language.
National Language Class demonstrated a strong sense
of the times in its depiction of a classroom scene of nine
students learning Malay from a teacher. The teacher in
the painting was modelled on Ali, an Indonesian who
taught Malay at the Equator Art Society. At that time,

there were indeed many who learnt Malay from Ali.

AL PAAR & 09 MR, 45 Bh T B L
B RAGR, AL IR RS, EAK A
W, HMEHEL,

MR FONTFRBEFRLET S, X
K BAEALERE, REAFT I
b —iB, ARG AR S A A UL, 69 WA AR
B TAEAD F 2185 @) L E A E B AR
AR R B ELA 69 B, XA 09 e
AL AR A X — 4L WE”

(®+&#) (National Language Class, 1959)
ARLHND — T2, 1959F A
BATH e Ld, #FHmk AieHREFERMDL R
T &5F, BlAKH LRI, Ao LR
A5 5T B oRiE, ABET KB PSR LK
Hh, T2IZ—shAFRD kL, ¢
eohir, Fed” (&kiE, HBiE), Kbk
T A RARS TG REG KN, (BiER)

N EA D] N AR BRI R, #HAT A
{5 A e — AL R 5 3] L RIEIREHF,

B Leg IR A, A YA RE L AR
RAHF L RIFBGIPRAFTL(AL), %aad
AT A G SR R ] I kiE,

The Right Path: Chua Mia Tee's Artistic Journey

47



Sw iy

<
Epic Poem of Malaya | 1955
Qil on canvas | 107 x 125.5 cm

| Collection of National Gallery Singapore
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The Equator Art Society held its second art exhibition
at the Victoria Memorial Hall, where National Language
Class occupied a prominent position. Then Minister for
Culture, S Rajaratnam, was the Guest-of-Honour at the
opening and expressed strong interest in the painting
when he was invited, praising the piece when he finally
saw it. Chua was greatly encouraged by the minister’s
compliments and immediately stated that he would
give Rajaratnam the painting. Hence, it became part of

the national collection.

Chua not only painted many iconic oil paintings
back then, but also set up a magazine of political
cartoons, where he published his own cartoons and
propaganda posters that became a force leading
the times. His creations also included wood carvings
and sculptures, which trained his keen sense of
observation, fast reaction, work speed, as well as deft
but accurate techniques. In addition, he was invited
to do sculptures for several prominent businessmen,

politicians and public figures.

Chua Mia Tee with bust of Tjioe Ji Nan in
plaster before bronze casting, 1984.
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Bust of Tjioe Ji Nan | 1984
Bronze | 59 x 60 x 35 cm

Collection of the family of
the late Tjioe Ji Nan
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Chua Mia Tee working on the plaster
bust of Mr Soetopo Jananto, 1984.

Bust of Mr Soetopo Jananto | 1984
Bronze | Ht 68 cm

Collection of the family of the late Mr Soetopo Jananto

<

Bust of Mrs Soetopo Jananto | 1984
Bronze | Ht 68 cm

Collection of the family of the late Mrs Soefopo Jananto
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Chua's skilfulness and exemplary Realist techniques
have won the affections of government and community
leaders, allowing him to complete many iconic and
influential pieces. Chua was invited to do sketches
during a parliamentary session, where the solemn setting
generally forbade even the scratching sounds of a pencil
moving across a sheet of paper. Yet Chua was granted
special permission to not only move around freely,
but also to snap photos of the decorous members of
parliament. The resulting dozens of sketches and multi-
ple large-scale oil paintings are now in the collections of

the Parliament House and some politicians.

Chua Mia Tee putting the finishing touches on his oil painting
Opening of the First Session of the Eighth Parliament, 1992.
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In addition, Chua was commissioned to design comme-
morative currency notes for Singapore’s 25th anniversary
and Golden Jubilee. He also completed large themed
pieces for Ngee Ann Polytechnic, the Ministry of Labour
(now the Ministry of Manpower), the National Trades
Union Congress and other governmental departments.
He has also painted portraits of Singapore presidents,
prime ministers and ministers. Another prestigious
event, the Singapore Businessman of the Year Award,
jointly organised by DHL and The Business Times, is
held annually in recognition of individuals who have
contributed to the business community; a highlight of
the awards ceremony is the presentation of an individual
oil portrait to the awardee which is personally unveiled
by the artist. The event is significant and driven by a
strong sense of mission, hence establishing the stature
of the artist.

People have always loved Chua’s works. Apart from
commissions, Chua also creates as he likes, yet almost
all his creations are highly sought after by collectors
and art lovers alike. The characters he paints are lively
with delicate brush strokes and filled with warmth and
gentleness. Even portraits of political figures, while
solemn and dignified, are infused with an unaffected
simplicity, drawing the viewer's attention and forming a
favourable impression. This effect probably has much to

do with Chua's upright and friendly personality.

A general observation of Chua’s artistic career reveals
that he is a skilful painter and a serious artist possessing
theoretical depth. He was not only diligent in creating
his art, but also in writing a large number of essays on
art theory and criticism, accumulating and contributing
much to theory and practice. From the year 2000, he
took on a spiritualistic air, preferring to live a private
life and spend more time on improving his artistic

techniques in pursuit of excellence.
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Chua Mia Tee's oil painting of Singapore’s first president, Portrait of
President Yusof Ishak (1995), appears on the Singapore Portrait series
of currency notes that was first launched on 9 September 1999.

S o A i

A

Portrait of President Yusof Ishak | 1995 ' . S . o
Oil on canvas | 59 x 46 cm Chua Mla Tee's |||ustr.at|on of various ethnic groups participating
Collection of hority of Si in a Chingay procession was used for the Ships series of

ollection of Monefary Aufhoriy of Singapore currency notes on a $2 denomination released in 1991.
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Chua Mia Tee's sketch of Singapore’s first Prime
Minister Lee Kuan Yew (top right) depicts the
rousing gesture of Lee's raised arm with his rallying
call of “Merdeka!" ("Independence” in Malay).
This iconic image marks the historic moment

in 1959 when Singapore achieved internal self-
government and is a milestone in the country’s
journey to independence in 1965.

Chua’s sketch is reproduced on this Singapore $50
polymer note, as part of a set of six commemorative
currency notes issued by the Monetary Authority

to mark SG50 — Singapore’s 50 years of nation-
building — launched by PM Lee Hsien Loong on

18 August 2015.

Chua Mia Tee's depiction of a multi-cultural nation was
produced for the first numismatic note issued by the
Monetary Authority of Singapore. His illustration appears
on the folder as well as on the $50 polymer note itself,
which was launched on 24 July 1990 to commemorate
Singapore's 25th year of independence. Chua Mia Tee, Lee Boon Ngan and Dr Chua Yang

at the unveiling of the SG50 Commemorative Note.
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Singapore River | 1980
Qil on canvas | 60 x 90 cm

Private Collection
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Old Singapore Scene — Busy Trade of Singapore | 1976

Oil on canvas | 86 x 118 cm

Collection of National Gallery Singapore

Enduring Values: Continuity and Change in the Art of Chua Mia Tee
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Singapore Presidents and their
Cabinets (1 -V ) | 1996

Oil on canvas | 182 x 379 cm (5 panels)

Commissioned by President Ong Teng Cheong
Collection of The Istana Singapore

Chua Mia Tee with the
works before installation.
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Benjamin Sheares Bridge — The Viaduct | 1981
Oil on canvas | 122 x 244 cm

Gift of the Artist

Collection of National Gallery Singapore

A City in Transiion 217
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Playing Chess | 1979 Tai-chi Practice at Community Centre | 1979

Qil on canvas | 69 x 81 cm Qil on canvas | 81 x 94 cm

Collection of Singapore Press Holdings Gift of Times Publishing Limited

Collection of National Heritage Board
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Young Balinese Dancers | 1992

Qil on canvas | 61 x 91 cm

Gift of Lee Choi Seng
Collection of Singapore Art Museum
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