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A Collector’s Imprint

Curated from the private collection of Chong Huai Seng, Artists Proof:
Singapore al 60 offers a stirring meditation on identity, memory and
nationhood, unfolding through more than 860 artworks and commissions
by artists across generalions By Hashirin Nurin Hashini

here is a guiel mtimacy

to collecting -something

tender inthe way one gathers

what speaks to them, shaping
aver Lime an inner portrait of self

For collector Chong Huai Seng,
that portrait spans more than four
decades, What began in the 19805
in the storied galleries of London’s
MhayFair gradually shifted eastward
—first drawn by the post-reform
energy of Beijing's 708 Art District
ancd the rise of contemporary ink
prrimting. before despening intoa
Foeused explocation of modern and
contemporary art from Singapore,
Southeast Asia, and byoml.,
“Collecting art has always beenabout
eollecting memories,” Chong notes,
“And every artwork presented holds
a story i akself”

A pivertal acquisition i 2014
shifted the are of Chong's collecting
the artist’s proof of a bronze bust
of the late Lee Ruan Yew, sculpted
b British Roval Academician
Syidney Harpley. [t remains the only
pertrait sculpire ever sanctioned
by Singapores founding prime
minisier. First exhibited at London’s
Roval Academy Summer Exhibition
in 1sss with Mr Lees persomal
written permission, the bust has
never hefore been shown to the
Singapore public —antil mow,

That singular work is the
concepiual anchor of Artiad s Progof?
Songupers of 601 a lindrmark
exhibition running until August 7 at
Artspacei Helutrans, Comprising
micre than 90 works by over
S artists, the show is drawn entirely
from Cheng's private collection.

“I thought, at what peint, onwhat
occasion, should T show this very
historically important work?” he
reflects. The original commissioned
bust, delivered to Singapore by

March 1983, was briefly displayed at
the Istana and Parliament Howse, and

15 row pirt of the National Collection.

From that starting point
emerged a curatorial vision—one
that threads personal memory
through national history. Presented
by The Culture Story, the private
salen Chong eo-founded with
his daughrer Ning Chong, the
exhibition is curated by Rwolk
Kian Chow, founding director of
Tl:li,'.'ﬁillg..'l] i APt uiseuim iIII-l,J
TR Y T |¢']||,':'||i|,'n[ ciratonr .illll:i
art historian, While Ning—hersclf
a seasoned art adviser and founder
of bougique advisory Family OiTice
For Art—skiapenl the project’s
structure and programeming, it 1% the
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elder Chong's vobee, resolute, warm
and oflen deeply nostalzic, that
erhoes through the halls.

“In many ways, thisexhibition
i v profound love letter
to Singapore.” he says. “Itsa
reflection of the penple, places
and moments that have shaped
my life and this nation.” Some
memoTies are intensely personal,
Take Darren Soh's photographs
af the now-redeveloped Golden
Mile Complex, oncea gleaming
mesdernist icon amd a regulas
weeekend haunt in Chong’s twenties
iz of iy best friends” family
developed the project, Tused o
siay in their penthouse and swim in
the o] almost every weekend” e




recills. Also captured in Soh's lens is
Selegie House—one of Singapores
first high-rise public housing
[cks—where a younger Chong lived
with his grandmother.

Spanning the 19504 to the
present. the exhibition unfolds along
thematic arcs: the transformation

of Singapore’s built environment;
the evolution of its arl history; the
diasporic identities of Singaporezns
abroad; and the entanglements
letween art, state and society.,
Many works mirror that
transformation. Foo Tee Jun's
A Wedding in n Kampung i 19605)

captures the spirit of a bygone
communal era, while Siew

Hock Meng's 1985 watercolour

of bumboats on the Singapore
Hiver conjures Chongs time at the
Econnmic Development Board,
then housed in the Fullerton
Building. now The Fullerton Hodel
Singapere, Wl g for lunch illq,lllj_‘
the viver for $2 chicken rice, and as
wie e, we'd watch the bumbeats
g by anad the occasional rat,”

e chuckles,

Mewly commissioned works—iin
total, spanning digital installations,
paintings, phitography and
music—inject a vital conlemporary
prulse. Each responds o0 a single
prompt: “What does Singapore,
or being Singaporean, mesn Lo
you? The results are lavered,
searching, sometimes provocative,
Sonny Liew's PAP r P4 imagines
hylirid superhero figurines of
Singapores political and art
pieneers. For instance, pairing
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Lew Buan Yew with performance
artist Tang Da W, i a cheely mod
0 the formers famous declaration
that “poctry is a loxory we

canmet afford”,

Berlin-based artist Ming Wiong's
Mevdeln Dreans (No 1) fuses
cinematic nostalgia with digital
abstraction, while Ha!:“kuh-basw]
Shavonne Wong's The Buldde We
Cold Humie exploges the uneasy
duality of =afety and surveillance
in eontempariry Singapore. 1i
Iy Warth My Breaod, Beijing-
based husband-and-wife artist duoc
Chaw and Lin visualise GDF data
as patterns of daily consumption
ihrough the lens of dasly food
purchases —laving bare the uneven
realities behind Singapore’s
economic ascent. The exhibition’s
linal gesture is o commissioned
composition by New York-hased
musiciin Roh Cheng Tin, Titled
FPrasages, the five-minute piece
interweaves vicling cello, ruan and
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cajim to evoke the evolving sonic
rhyvthms of a nation.

“Art holds up a mirror wo snciety”
says Ning. *li reflects our heritage,
values anil identity, That's why we
gave the artists complete freedom
o express what they want to
sav—and how they want to say it
[ts public programming extends the
echiliition's spirit of penness and
reflection. Besvond the collectors
andl connoisseurs, Artists Proof
invites schosl groups, seniors
and nevrodivergent chuldren For
gibled fours, A two-day symposium
explores the evolving role of art
in natioo-building,.

Even the tile is defiberate. An
“artist’s proof ™ is the fiest fimshaed
impression - the protetype bafore
the final edition. “And that s how
we want to think about Singapore,”
Chong explains, “Sixty years [or
acountry is a very short time.

We are still a work in progress.”
Perhaps that is the exhibition's
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mcest resonant proposition: it
doves not seek closure. It invites
diglogue—between penerations,
hetween past and future, and
hetween private memory and
paalslic consciotsness.

“T'we lived in Singapore almost
all my life)” Chong muses. “But
through this process Dol putting
ingether the exhibition], engaging
with the art and the artists, I've
come to see the conntry with new
eves, And | hope others will, too”

Beyond that, Chong hapes the
exhibition will spark something
move enduring: o desive to collect
and support Singaporean artists.
"W harve works by over 30 artists
in the sheew, bt thers are easily
SO more out there doing
remarkable worls. Many are still at
the start of their careers, and their
art remains accessible. | hope
more people will tike that step—to
start collecting, start investing and
help grow our local art seene”



