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Let’s Imagine the World Together: Art in Southeast
Asia

How can art help us to make new meanings out of|
the world around us? We invite you to enter this
space as active learners and participants—to look,
listen, sense, move and reflect. Let’s Imagine the
World Together weaves together works of art from
Southeast that the
imagination and lived experience of various artists,
encouraging you to engage with them to form your
own stories. We hope you will find fresh and
creative ways to connect the art on display with
your memories and reflections, your community

Asia express personal

and your world.
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Section:
People

Images of people give us a glimpse into individual]

lives, personalities and identities. Some are
portraits—artworks which represent a particular
portraits physicall
appearance through likeness, while others use
imaginative, symbolic or expressive forms.

Southeast Asia, portraits have been created for

person. Some capture
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different purposes. They could be made for




powerful or important people who wish to show
their authority, or they could be the artists’ personal
expressions of self, reflecting their inner feelings or
private moments.

If you can’ttell who the personin the artwork is, is it|
still a portrait or simply a representation of a human
face? If you were to create a self-portrait, how
would you choose to represent yourself? Why?
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Raden Saleh
(b. 1811, Indonesia; d. 1880, Indonesia)
Portrait of Betsy Teengs

1855
Oil on canvas

Collection of National Gallery Singapore

This painting is a portrait of Betsy Teengs, aged
eight. She was from a Peranakan family of mixed
Dutch, Indonesian and Chinese descent. The
Teengs family lived in Batavia in what was then the
Dutch East Indies, now Jakarta, Indonesia. During
the Dutch colonial period, many peoples of
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different ethnicities lived side by side in Batavia.
Betsy herself reflects this history.

In her portrait, Betsy Teengs is posed quite
formally, in a three-quarter view. The artist, Raden
Saleh, draws our attention to the highly elaborate
lace and gold bracelet she wears. These clues
suggest that she comes from a privileged
background.

Let’s Imagine

Look closely: What are some details in the portrait
that capture your attention? If you were posing for
a portrait, what would you include to represent
yourself?

IEAEMIL IR T A2 A R RBEAELE L AT I fer, i D
RF P AR N IR B S 5

FEIXE F AR, DURFPY « SEHTBADY 73 22 =Ml i 7=
N, BHEMZimE . ARG « AR LR
e o ERERELME T, 513
B RUIX LLA T, X SRZR RGN A H S R

EBRAT—EAR

HAHES: HETAMRE RS TR HEG?
BN ZR LSRNV E ClfR, S afEm
A2 RZ2HEC?

Sompot Upa-in
(b. 1934, Thailand; d. 2014, Thailand)
Mother

1961
Bronze

Collection of National Gallery Singapore
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This sculpture shows the close relationship
between a mother and child. Instead of adopting a
realistic style, the artwork features smooth,
rounded shapes and simplified forms that create a
sense of harmony and unity. Using this approach,
the artist transforms a familiar subjectinto a
simple, stylised expression of art. Sompot Upa-in,
a Thai artist, created this sculpture when
Thailand’s art world sought to define a modern
national art to match its new national identity.

Let’s Imagine

Observe the sculpture. Do you think it would feel
hot, cold, smooth or rough? Why do you say so?
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Galo B. Ocampo
(b. 1913, Philippines; d. 1985, United States)

Moro Dance

1946
Oil on canvas

Collection of National Gallery Singapore
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This painting shows a dancer in a strong and
graceful pose, surrounded by vibrant, swirling
patterns. Ocampo was a Filipino artist who
explored new ways to tell local stories through art,
in this case, drawing from the dance traditions of
Muslim communities in the South Philippines.
Instead of painting the dancer realistically, he
exaggerates the lines of her body and uses
patterns of flat shapes. This makes the painting
feel full of rhythm and energy.

Let’s Imagine

Look at the dancer’s hands, arms and pose. What
do they tell you? What gesture would you use to
show something about yourself?
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Fua Haribhitak
(b. 1910, Thailand; d. 1993, Thailand)
Face

c. 1956
Oil on canvas

Collection of National Gallery Singapore
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Fua Haribhitak reduces a human face to eyes,
nose and lips, using simple shapes in vibrant
colours. Face was likely created when the artist
was studying art in Italy from 1954 to 1956. While
he was there, Fua was introduced to Cubism, a
way of representing different moments in time
within a single painting, often featuring fragmented
forms similar to Face. Fua belonged to a
generation of Thai artists who were inspired by
their country’s rise in modernity during the mid-
20™ century, which encouraged them to seek out
new ways of representing reality.

Let’s Imagine

In this painting, Fua used a combination of
geometric and organic shapes to create a face. If
you can add facial features to the work, what
would they be?

AR o A B LG IS T DLECE BRI R R IR, A
5 AN IREE . ST HEE. () Rtz
X T 1954 %22 1956 -1 & KA =) ZIR B 1Al 6]
VEMT. TEACE, ARPTEARE] T SR E L———Ff
7 B — I E RIS A 8] BE SR Fi%,
T A AL Y R ek, 20 gt

-, ZREE R, R TR —RRE 2
AR, AR AT TR T RIS 8 7 =

WEBRAT—EAR

FEIXME I, ARETEE S LT AR S AR,
i 15K (BRI AT DO AR dh NI B RS
fib, S UNINMRLE ?

Section:
Stories

Many artworks have a story behind them, whether|
these come from the historical and social contexts
of the artworks, or the artists’ everyday experience.
Artists tell stories through the subjects they
choose, as well as through their use of form, colour
and composition. In Southeast Asia, artists have
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made works relating to major events, such as times




of war or crisis, conveying a sense of tension,
resistance or even hope. Artists also express a
sense of belonging through stories of their
communities and cultures.

As you wander through the exhibition, what
historical events or personal stories come to mind?|

How do the artworks invite your emotions?
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Juan Luna y Novicio
(b. 1857, Philippines; d. 1899, Hong Kong)
Espana y Filipinas (Spain and the Philippines)

1884
Oil on canvas

Collection of National Gallery Singapore

In this painting, two women climb a staircase
together towards a golden sunrise. The women
depicted are not real people but symbols: one
representing Spain, the other the Philippines.
Painted in 1884, the painting was intended to
portray the colonial relationship of the time: Spain
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guides the Philippines towards a bright future of




progress and glory. Many people in the Philippines
did not agree with this idea and struggled for
Philippine independence from Spain. Even the
painter Juan Luna, who made several different
versions of this composition, likely disagreed with
the painting’s point of view.

Let’s Imagine

Name one thing that gives you hope for the future.
What do progress and glory mean to you?
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Syed Ahmad Jamal
(b. 1929, Malaysia; d. 2011, Malaysia)
Joget

1957
Oil on board

Collection of National Gallery Singapore

This vibrant painting depicts couples dancing the
Joget, a folk dance popular in Indonesia, Malaysia
and Singapore. The artist captures key elements of
the Joget here, such as the rhythmic movements of
the dancers’ arms and hands, and the small bend
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at their knees. Both the movements of the Joget
dance and the dancers’ batik sarongs (traditional
wrapped skirts) with colourful patterns, reflect
local culture and shared traditions.

A leading modern painter in Malaysia, Syed Ahmad
Jamal was among a group of artists who wanted to
express the culture of the nation through art.

Let’s Imagine

Imagine you are at this celebration. What music do
you hear? How are the dancers feeling? What
stories do we remember through dance, music
and celebrations?
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U Kin Maung (Bank)
(b. 1910, Myanmar; d. 1983, Myanmar)
Burmese Musicians

c. 1964
Oil on canvas

Collection of National Gallery Singapore
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This acquisition was made possible with
donations to the Art Adoption & Acquisition
Programme.

This painting captures Burmese musicians playing
their instruments. The artist uses repeated and
overlapping shapes to create a sense of motion,
suggesting the lively movement and rhythm.

A leading modern artist in Burma (present-day
Myanmar), U Kin Maung also wrote and lectured.
He encouraged creativity and self-expression,
inspiring many younger artists.

Let’s Imagine

Imagine you are part of this musical group. What
instrument would you play? What would you add
to the painting to express your own creativity?
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Sulaiman Esa
(b. 1941, Malaysia)
The Mystical Reality Reinvented: Hua

2016
Painted rattan cage and artificial rose

Collection of National Gallery Singapore

At first glance, this artwork appears as a
simple cage with a rose. Sulaiman Esa invites
us to slow down and look again. Here, the
empty cage and single rose bring a small,
quiet presence to the work. Together, these
familiar objects become more than things we
recognise. They invite us to wonder about what
is seen, what is missing and what stories an
object can hold.

This work is a reflection on a 1974 landmark
exhibition in Malaysia called Towards a
Mystical Reality, in which Sulaiman Esa
participated. The artworks in Towards a
Mystical Reality were examples of conceptual
art—meaning art where the concept or idea
behind the work is considered more important
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than its style or technique. In the original
exhibition, Esa had also shown a birdcage.

Let’s Imagine

Look from a distance, then move closer. What
details do you notice? What story might the
cage and rose tell?
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Section:
Places

Artists are inspired by places around them, from
the natural environment to the ever-changing
landscapes of the city. Through depictions of rice
paddy fields, village scenes or concrete buildings,
artists can communicate ideas about the nation
and society, as well as our relationship with nature.

The places depicted in art can be real, idealised or
imagined. Looking through the artists’ eyes, we are
invited to reflect on the places around us in a new
way. How does the beauty of nature make us feel?
How have human activities shaped and changed
the environment around us?
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Abdullah Suriosubroto
(b. 1878, Indonesia; d. 1941, Indonesia)
An Indonesian Village at Sunset

Undated
Oil on canvas

Collection of National Gallery Singapore

Pictured here are two straw huts in a paddy
field, with the sun glowing as it sinks behind
the hills. The scene is hauntingly beautiful,
basking in warm tropical light. Abdullah
Suriosubroto was a pioneering Indonesian
painter known for his Mooi Indié (Beautiful
Indies) works, a style that presented romantic
and ideal visions of the land of Indonesia. This
type of painting was popular in both Indonesia
and the broader Southeast Asian region.
Abdullah Suriosubroto’s son, the artist
Basoeki Abdullah, also became a celebrated
painter of such landscapes.

Can you spot another Mooi Indié landscape
within the Places section?
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Let’s Imagine

What details do you think the artist chose to
emphasise or leave out? How might this
painting be different from what rural life was
like at the time?
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Liu Kang
(b. 1911, China; d. 2004, Singapore)
Life by the River

1975
Oil on canvas

Gift of the artist
Collection of National Gallery Singapore

Life by the River shows a kampong scene in

can see wooden boats, kampong huts and a
walkway linking the huts together. Near the

their domestic animals—ducks—and local
villagers going about their daily activities. In
this painting, he used vibrant colours to bring

energy and warmth to the scene, making it

Singapore near Pasir Panjang in the 1970s. You

centre of the painting, there are people feeding
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lively, filled with stories from Singapore’s past
before our country became an urban
landscape.

One of Singapore’s best-known painters, Liu
Kang strove to express the everyday forms and
colours of the region in his art. He and his
circle of friends became known as the
“Nanyang”—after the Chinese-language term
for Southeast Asia—artists, for portraying local
subjects through a unique blend of artistic
influences.

Let’s Imagine

How do you think the river plays a partin the
lives of the people in the painting? Compare
your answer with your friends.
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Chia Yu Chian
(b. 1936, Malaysia; d. 1991, Malaysia)
[Not titled] (Village Scene)

1959
Oil on masonite

Collection of National Gallery Singapore

This work has been adopted by Emma and

Joseph Cherian.
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Chia Yu Chian’s painting shows the everyday
life of roadside hawkers in the past. You can
also see villagers gathering around them, with
stilt houses in the backdrop. The artist uses
simple shapes and structured forms to create
a lively street scene. The painting offers a
glimpse into a time when people gathered,
worked and interacted closely within their
community. Although the scene is busy and
full of activity, his use of muted colours
creates a feeling of warmth, harmony and
familiarity.

Let’s Imagine

What kinds of sounds might you hear in this
busy street scene? What smells do you think
would fill the air as the hawkers prepare and
sell their food?
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Nhek Dim
(b. 1934, Cambodia; d. 1978, Cambodia)
Village Scene

1960
Oil on canvas

Collection of National Gallery Singapore

In Village Scene, Nhek Dim shows a village
where people, animals and nature live close
together. Everyone seems busy in their own
way. Some people are making things,
preparing food or caring for children, while a
buffalo helps to carryrice. The trees and warm
colours make the village feel full and alive.
Nhek Dim was one of Cambodia’s best-known
painters in the 1960s. Through this painting, he
helps us notice the beauty of everyday life in a
shared space.

Let’s Imagine

Choose one spot in the painting. What sounds,

smells or movements might you notice?
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