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Artist And Empire: (En)countering Colonial Legacies

Exploring colonialism’s impact on art

Huang Lijie
Arts Correspondent

The portraits displayed in state build-
ings here today may be different
from those that graced the walls a
century ago, when Singapore was a
British colony, but they share a pro-
foundlink.

Once, grand historical portraits of
governors took pride of place in the
Victoria Memorial Hall and City
Hall Chamber. Today, portraits of
the President and his wife hang in
government buildings.

The continuing use of portraiture
to project power points to how
Singapore’s colonial past continues
to resonate today, and its connec-
tion to contemporary audiences is
among the insights the exhibition,
Artist And Empire: (En)countering
Colonial Legacies, at the National
Gallery Singapore aims to highlight.

The exhibition’s intent - to con-
sider the legacy of British colonisa-
tion and how it has been repre-
sented and challenged with time —
was in the spotlight even before the
show opened last week.

The museum’s fund-raising gala,
held last Friday, had berrowed its
theme, The Empire Ball, from the
exhibition.

This drew flak from some in the
public, who found the use of the
politically fraught term, “empire”,
carried with it the idea of colonial
oppression, in poor taste for a cele-
bratory event.

The museum’s director, Dr Eu-
gene Tan, says the ball was not
named to provoke, but “what result-
ed from this was a discussion about
the history of colonisation in
South-east Asia and its legacies for
our society today, and this is one of
the reasons we curate exhibitions
suchas Artist And Empire”,

Headds: “It's the role of art muse-
ums to ask questions through our
programmes and exhibitions about
our history and society, and these
questions are sometimes difficult
anduncomfortable.

“But for me, art museums must
above all be places where artists
raise critical questions about the
societyinwhichwe live.”

The first section of the exhibition
is aptly themed Countering The
Empire. It presents a critical exami-
nation of art produced for the
British Empire byincluding contem-
porary art that challenge ideas in
the historical works.

The show’s curator Low Sze Wee
says: “There is always that danger
today of people treating these his-
torical paintings as representing
the truth; they are very realistic
portraits or history paintings. We
wanted to counter that and get
people to realise that there is a lot

more artistic subjectivity in them.”

The second section of the show
looks at how colonisation influ-
enced the rise of modern art in
former colonies.

The exhibition is presented in
association with London’s Tate
Britain, which launched the showin
November last year.

The London exhibition had a
different narrative and focus, It was
British-centric in perspective and
looked at how the British Empire
affected British art production.

The exhibition in Singapore takes
off in a different direction, but
includes key pieces of art from the
London exhibition among its more
than200works.

The version of Artist And Empire
here also includes loans from
London’s National Portrait Gallery,
the National Gallery of Australia
and the National Museum of
Modern Art, Tokyo.
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Greatness. Itdepicts anapocryphal
scene where Queen Victoriareplies
an African diplomat’s question

Confront the moral justification
for colonisation

industries. But many Britons
justified colonisationasa moral
duty to bring civilisation to other

The British Empire was driven by communities. about how Britain rose to power by
commercial interests — to secure Apowerfulportrayalofthisbelief  handinghim a Bibleand saying that
lucrative trade routesand markets  isThomas Jones Barker's1863 thatwas the secret to England’s
and obtain raw materials for painting, The Secret Of England’s greatness.

4

See the British surrender to
the Japanese through
thelatter’seyes

The painting, The Meeting Of
General Yamashita And General
Percival, depicts the British
Japanin1942.

notwitness the fall of the British
: paintingon documentary films,

surrender when Singapore fell to
Theartist, Saburo Miyamoto, did
Empire in Singapore. He based his

: photographsand sketches he made
: duringabriefstayin Si in
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the Japanese army to produce awar
propaganda painting.

Miyamoto’sinclusion of the
British flag and white surrender
flaginthe roomwhere the
surrender took place is historically
inaccurate, butitheightens the
defeat of the British Empire by
Japan.

This painting was exhibited in
Japan during World War Il and its
rousing portrayal of Japanese
triumph became part of the
collective consciousness,
infl ing howpeople b

1942, after he was commissioned by

the empire even today.

Rethink public statues

British artist Hew Locke questions
: howand whomsociety honours

i throughhis Restoration series of

: photographs. In the exhibition,

: picturesof two public statues in

: Bristolare displayed side by side.
One of the statues is of Edward

The paintingwas first exhibited
in1863 and toured around Britain
tosell print copies of it.

Inthe colonies, however, it was
mockedasadisguise for the
exploitative nature of Britain’s

i

See the original Sir Stamford
Raffles portrait

collection of London’s National
Portrait Gallery,is shown in
Singapore for the first time.
Itwas painted by George Francis
Josephin Britain in1817, the year
textbooks, but the original portrait,  Raffleswas knightedand twoyears
seenup close, reveals tellingdetails.  before he founded the British

The Buddhist sculp! and ettlement in Si A
distant landscape paint the founder  this portrait, by John Adamson, was
of modern Singapore as an erudite commissionedin1912 tobe placed in
officer, learned in the study of Singapore’s Victoria Memorial Hall
ethnographyand natural history. Thatpaintingnow hangsinthe

This oil on canvas, which isin the National Museum of Singapore.

Theportrait of Sir Stamford Raffles
iscommonly found in history

It
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colonisation. : Colston (aboveleft), afounding
: father of the cityandamerchant
i whosewealth came from the slave
Spot the difference with
Sir Frank Swettenham
The two portraits of Sir Frank

Swettenham, who servedas
Resident-General of the Federated
Malay States (1896-1901) and
Governor of the Straits Settlements
(1901-1904), are reunited for the
firsttime.

The Straits Association of
London had commissioned
prominent Americanartist John
Singer Sargent to painta portrait
commemorating Swettenham’s
contributionasa colonial officer.

The first (left) was presentedasa
gifttoSingaporeandis now inthe
collection of the National Museum of
Singapore.

Asecondportrait (belowleft) was
painted for Swettenham’s personal
keeping, which helater bequeathed
toLondon’s National Portrait
Gallery.

‘While the paintings sport
differences, they both conveya
sense of British authorityand show
howportraiture wasused during the
British Empire toreinforce displays
of power.

PHOTOS: COURTESY. OF HALES LONDON
NEW YORK & HEW LOCKE, NATIONAL
MUSEUM OF SINGAPORE, NATIONAL
PORTRAIT GALLERY, LONDON

trade. Anotheris of Edmund Burke
(aboveright), astatesman who
sought to abolish slavery.

Locke obfuscates theiridentities
by covering the photographs of
themwith objects associated with
the slave trade, such as shellsand
golden chains.

Hisactsuggests that the power of
these public statues restsnot in the «
icons themselves, but how society
negotiates their meaning.
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