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In this age of instantaneousness, many new artists 
come as quickly as they go. But it is perhaps the ones 

who have chosen to stay their course for decades, 
even when the spotlight is no longer on them, who 

have truly finished their work.
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EVERY MORNING WITHOUT FAIL, Iskandar Jalil 
puts his helmet on, pushes his motorcycle out 
the gate of his house and rides it to his workshop. 
Secluded in a verdant corner of Temasek 
Polytechnic,  Iskandar’s workshop was once the 
centralised bin centre of the school before the 
artist and some of his students transformed it 
into Temasek Potters Studio seven years ago. 
Since then, Iskandar has been mostly stationed 
at one end of the workshop, sitting and working 
at his potter’s wheel, humming to the old-time 
tunes he plays on his radio.

At 80, Iskandar remains physically sturdy: He 
is petite but nimble, and his once boyish visage 
has weathered into a craggy atlas. When I visited 
his studio, he was in the middle of sculpting what 
he calls a “small-mouthed” vessel. “I let the clay 
tell me what to do,” says Iskandar, his gaze still 
trained on his mound of clay. “I never have in 
mind what it is going to be.”

Occasional splatters of clay would find its way 
to his work apron and encrust his rough fingers. 
Together, the instinctive rhythm of his fingers 
and the slight twists and bends of his wrists 
made a gentle dance of their own. The palms of 
his hands, when he asked me to touch them, felt 
impossibly cold, smooth and unwrinkled. That, 
he says, is the mark of a true potter. The surface 
of the hands is the initial layer through which a 
potter begins a dialogue with the clay. After 
years or decades, it shouldn’t come as a surprise 
that it has come to mimic the very 
characteristics that define the material it 
grapples with constantly.

For more than 60 years now, Iskandar has 
only and continuously dealt with the one 
medium. In an essay accompanying his solo 
exhibition “In Pursuit of the Ethical Pot” (2015), 
he writes, “The way of the pot, of pottery is a 

long arduous journey — only the hardy can take 
it and can endure. There are no short cuts.” 

This purist take on discipline translates to 
Iskandar’s reputation as an impenetrable 
teacher. The master potter is well-known for 
rejecting and throwing out the works of his 
students. Royston Tan, the filmmaker who once 
apprenticed for Iskandar, had his pot flung out 
from a studio on the third floor to the ground 
floor. According to Iskandar, Tan failed to 
respect his material: Raku clay is rough in its 
nature yet Tan decided to smooth his vessel. 
“When I throw out the work of a student, it’s 
because I don’t see them in their cuts,” he 
explains. “They are not honest, not only to 
themselves, but also to the materials they use.”

Iskandar himself might have well taken the 
longest route there is. He first encountered the 
potter’s wheel when he took up a pottery class 
as a 19-year-old trainee teacher. “It reminded me 
of playing with mud in the kampong,” he says. 
Later on, when he received the Colombo Plan 
Scholarship in 1966, he left to study textile 
design in Maharashtra, India, the hub for khadi 
or handwoven clothes. Training conditions for 
preparing yarn or working the loom were harsh.

Six years later, he moved to Gifu, Japan to 
study ceramics engineering. The training regime 
was equally gruelling. He would make 100 cups 
each day for weeks to perfect his technique and 
earn his sensei’s literal stamp of approval. “But 
once I got them right,” he recalls in one of his 
journals, “it became as easy as slurping my 
Häagen-Dazs ice-cream.” 

While in Japan, the Mingei craft movement, 
in particular, intrigued Iskandar. The word 
“mingei” itself can be translated as “arts or crafts 
of the people.” Its philosophy became a facet of 
Iskandar’s own understanding of his craft. He 

underscores honesty and utility in the use of 
materials. He creates pots to be fully functional. 
According to the movement, these objects are 
meant to be an embodiment of the everyday 
man who created them.

To Iskandar, being a potter entails creating a 
language of aesthetics that expresses a sense of 
time and place, as well as their own identity. 
“For me, this means many things,” he writes in 
his essay. “Being aware of my Singapore Malay 
identity, my spiritual life as a Muslim, my family 
and social life, the things and activities that I find 
joy in.” Many of his creations — cups, bowls, 
tingkats, cooking pots, a wooden coffee table 
featuring slabs of clay he procured from all over 
Singapore — were intentionally made for the 
ordinary Malay home. Some vessels are marked 
with his observations. “I once made a pot 
inscribed with the names of the kampongs that 
have been demolished in Singapore,” he says. 
“While they have been physically erased, I wanted 
their names to be immortalised in fired clay.”

Iskandar has taken time off from teaching 
classes for now. He spends most of his time at 
the workshop, alone or with his apprentices who 
he regards as his fellow potters with whom he 
can exchange ideas with. “I see myself as a 
teacher first,” he says, “and then a potter. It’s in 
my blood.”

THE NEW IS always exciting: new things, new sensations, new talents. The art industry, 
like many others, is built on the pursuit of discovery, the thrill of the unknown, the 
satisfaction of rightly anointing the next big names. What is new, however, is not 
necessarily what is real. The new is mostly interesting in the palpability of its hope and 
promise — but once the spotlight moves away from you to someone younger and newer, 
what remains?

The answer, of course, is sheer hard work. And decades of it. It’s only through these 
decades that a talent evolves into an artist. Those 20 or 30 or even 60 years — as some 
of Singapore’s most prolific artists featured in the next few pages have clocked in — are 
the only thing that distinguishes an artist from, say, a gifted painter, or a seminal author 
from a writer. These are the decades in which one proves oneself. Whether or not the 
world pays any attention to what one produces doesn’t, or shouldn’t, matter, because 
the work itself has come to mean more.

In Singapore, where freedom of expression has always been arguably limited, to 
choose creating art in its truest form as a lifetime profession is to embark on a 
tumultuous journey. But here, meet the pioneers who have been consistently plying 
their lonely crafts for years, and who while doing so, paved the way for the next 
generation of artists.
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Clockwise from top left: Iskandar Jalil at home, 
photographed on July 6, 2020; Iskandar’s tools and 
signature flower stamp; a select few of Iskandar’s most 
recent works in progress.
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ON A BALMY Thursday afternoon in July, 
Amanda Heng, Singapore’s foremother of 
performance art, was sitting by her work desk in 
her studio. She was studiously going through her 
archives and taking notes. Stacks of ring binders 
brimming with research documents and 
photographs framed her desk.

Her workshop is nestled in a breezy ground 
floor corner space at Telok Kurau Studios, an 
arts housing project housed in an unassuming 
building at a residential street in Joo Chiat. A 
former primary school, the building was part of 
a derelict compound that The National Arts 
Council took over in 1996 and turned into a 
funded haven for burgeoning artists of the time.

Heng, whose name was then already 
synonymous with her multidisciplinary art 
practice that confronted point-blank the politics 
of the body, gender, identity and society, was 
among one of the artists to be given a dedicated 
space at the studio. She moved in in 1997 and has 
occupied the same room since. 

When I knocked on her door, which had been 
left ajar, Heng rose from her seat and invited me 
to sit on a plastic chair painted in a camouflage 
motif. A memento of a past installation, she 
sheepishly remarks. The 69-year-old recently 
chopped off her trademark pigtails. Her short 
grey hair was now swept to the side, held down 
by a clip in a practical fashion. 

“I’ve been looking into ageing problems 
lately,” she says. Her mother — who was once 
adamantly against Heng’s career switch from a 
civil tax officer to a full-time artist at the age of 
37, before eventually becoming Heng’s frequent 
art collaborator — has dementia. “I was looking 
into how it affects the body. Of course, for me, 
our bodies are very immediate because I do 
performance work.”

As part of Heng’s last public performance for 
the “Every Step Counts” series in late March, 
right before Singapore’s partial lockdown kicked 
in, the artist invited her audience to join her 
walk of meditation. Barefoot, Heng walked for 
three hours, from Singapore Arts Museum to the 
Esplanade, coming to terms with the limitations 
of her aged physique.

Those familiar with the artist’s repertoire 
would notice the jarring contrast between this 
recent work and that of “Let’s Walk” (1999), 
which was perhaps Heng’s most internationally 
recognised work to date. The latter involved Heng 
and a handful of art students walking backwards, 
with high-heeled shoes in their mouths and 
handheld mirrors as their visual guide. The piece 
was Heng’s silent riposte to the 1997 Asian 
financial crisis, when female employees were 
the first to be fired from companies.

“Now, for these performances, I have to plan,” 
she remarks. “I need to prepare myself bodily.” 
Heng sees her body as her primary medium. The 
artist, who initially began her artistic trajectory 
as a printmaker, famously said that it had 
occurred to her that her body was the cheapest 
material she could use.

The ’90s was when Heng actively performed 
in public spaces. At the time, issues of identity 
and gender roles dominated the conversation. 
Post-independence, Singapore’s transformation, 

TO ENTER KUMARI NAHAPPAN’S loft studio is to 
get an unbridled glimpse into her creative psyche. 
Tucked away in an inconspicuous building at the 
western tip of the city, the airy space is a curious 
enclave sequestered within a maze of heavy 
lifting machinery and mechanic workshops.

Inside the studio, spread across the polished 
concrete floor is a cluster of Nahappan’s 
sculptures, marshalled in an organised disarray. 
At one corner, an imposing 3m-high golden grain 
pod is cloaked by a sheet of cloth. Next to it, a 
red bell pepper, waist-high and hefty as a 
boulder, perches on a low steel-and-wood foot. 
An intertwined family of giant chillis — some 
deep red, some entirely bronze — is half laid on 
the ground, half propped up by their writhing 
stems. Other fruits and spices made of solid 
metal or fibreglass, from a life-sized durian to a 
blown-up saga seed, are scattered in between.

“Sometimes when I sit and have my tea here, I 
feel like I’m Alice in Wonderland,” the 67-year-old 
sculptor jests. Disconnected from the industrial 
hum outside, her playlist of slow-tempo classical 
music echoes and lingers. A part-time assistant 
will sometimes be around for a couple of hours, 
but in her creative space — which is also her 
occasional overnight home with two single beds 
in the open loft — Nahappan mostly works alone.

“To a good extent, this is my breakfast, lunch 
and dinner,” she says. “Until you get involved in 
the process completely, you’ll never engage with 
the various dimensions you are working with.” 
She subscribes to the fluidity of what she 
elaborates as the three ‘H’s. “I often say it starts 
with my heart, it goes to my head and then it’s 
during the execution that the hands come into 
play,” she explains. “Heart, head, hand — you 
coordinate this triangle. But every time, it never 
turns out the same. But I suppose that’s the 
uniqueness about the work itself.”

It’s only when Nahappan’s sculptures need to 
be cast that she flies to Bangkok to work with 
artisans she’s known for over 20 years at a local 
foundry that specialises in Buddha statues. But 
with travel being restricted, all of her castings 
have been halted. 

Over her 30-year career, Nahappan has 
shown steadily at galleries and museums around 
the world, like the Mori Art Centre in Tokyo and 
the Museum der Kulturen in Basel. Although in 
Singapore, most people’s first encounter with her 
creations typically take place in the most public 
of environments:  “Nutmeg & Mace” (2009), a 
two-tonne bronze sculpture, is installed right by 
the main entrance of ION Orchard shopping 
mall; while the mammoth “Saga” (2007) has 
been stationed at the Changi Airport Terminal 3 
arrival hall for more than a decade. 

“These are things that are so ordinary, so 
simple,” the sculptor remarks of her recurring 
practice of enlarging quotidian produce. “I’m 
not trying for it to be anything else. Just let me 
celebrate the ordinary,” she says.

It’s clear that Nahappan’s cultural roots, or 
the implicit suggestion thereof, are central to 
her work. Albeit ordinary, these seeds, fruits 
and spices are selected, be it consciously or not, 
for their Southeast Asian origins. Her 
continuous “Saga Seed” series, in particular, 
was inspired by her childhood in Klang, 
Malaysia. “I had a saga tree opposite my house. 
Every time the pods dropped, I would pick 
them up and count them,” she says. Her homage 
to the imperishable seed has manifested in a 
myriad of interpretations: it was a 4,000kg-
ocean of red at the Singapore Biennale’s 2013 
edition, a floating rendition that waded its way 
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structurally and culturally, was rapid. Things 
deemed irrelevant to the projected national 
narrative — buildings, peripheral kampongs, 
ethnic languages — were swiftly demolished to 
make way for “clean” and “modern” 
developments and the English language. But the 
people, Heng reminisces, struggled to find or fit 
into their roles in society. 

Despite approaching it from an utterly 
personal point of view, Heng’s very first 
performance art, “S/He” (1994), rang relevant. 
The act saw her putting on theatrical makeup by 
a dressing table, mixing flour and water — 
ingredients typically found in the kitchen or the 
proverbial place some only deemed fit for 
women — before finally regurgitating the 
mixture and throwing it to the audience.

“It was the first time I was able to define 
myself as a woman,” she says. “I created my 
own language.”

In these current dissociated times, Heng is 
thinking of ways to continue communicating 
with her audience. About a month ago, she had a 
public Zoom call. When she was asked what she 
plans to do now that access to public spaces are 
restricted and gatherings limited, she had no 
answer. “I’m still thinking of a way to navigate 
around this,” she admits. “But one thing I know 
is that this is nature’s way of telling us to stop, so 
we better jolly well stop and reflect.”

Clockwise from top right: 
Amanda Heng’s “Let’s 

Walk” (2000) performance 
in Fukuoka, Japan; “Let’s 

Walk” (2018) at the M1 
Singapore Fringe Festival; 

Heng, photographed at her 
studio on July 9, 2020.

through the Venice canals, or more recently, a 
whole ripe pod that’s immortalised in its 
burst-opened state. “These saga seeds 
installations, they won’t stop,” she says. “It’s an 
ongoing part of me.”

Her next saga seed piece, in fact, is already in 
the works. For more than 30 years, the artist has 
been collecting the smooth red seeds. “In the 
same way I collected them as a child, I have put 
them in a container here,” she explains, 
gesturing to the clear, totemic pillar behind her 
that was already halfway filled with the kernels. 
“I’m making them into pillars with seeds for my 
upcoming digital exhibition.”

Clockwise from top: Kumari Nahappan at her studio, 
photographed on July 6, 2020; “Road to Fifty” (2015) at 
the Asian Civilization Museum in Singapore; “Nutmeg and 
Mace” (2009) at ION Orchard.ST
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SCORCHED. DRENCHED. Hand-torn. Dyed. 
These are a few of the unusual methods that the 
papers of Werk magazine undergo before they 
hit the shelves of bookstores. Covers are ripped, 
then spray-painted; or stained, then crumpled. 
Some are patched together using remnants of 
the production process itself. Pages are 
painstakingly die-cut, their edges silk-screened; 
while some are deliberately stained with the 
printer’s inks and oils to evoke the scent of 
printing. They can be made out of fabric, or 
even, like its latest issue done in collaboration 
with Costume National proposed, become part 
of a shirt that can actually be worn.

So laborious is each of its processes that to 
simply label Werk as a magazine feels almost 
like an ominous offence. Theseus Chan’s 
self-published magazine is anything but. Each 
new issue pushes the boundaries even further 
than its last. To read Werk is to never succumb 
to a mindless flip-through. 

Chan, often regarded as the godfather of 
graphic design in Singapore, is one of the print 
world’s remaining rare breed of anarchist. He 
eschews all the rules that publishing has, 
upends them and invents his own. The 
59-year-old started his consulting firm, Work,  
in 1997 as a call-to-arms against the aesthetic 
tedium he perceived in larger advertising 
agencies. It was three years later that Werk 
materialised as his personal project to 
experiment with the production of printed 
matter. “The typical design methodology is 
uniformity, where a book needs to look as 
perfect as it can be,” says Chan. “Mine is 
completely the other way around. The idea is to 
have similarities, but yet, like every human 
being, they’re different. They have just a touch 
of humanity.”

In the storage room of Chan’s studio — a 
modest space in an office building close to a 
shipyard in Pasir Panjang — neat stacks of boxes 
filled with magazines, booklets and other 
publications tower up to the ceiling. His 
workspace is flanked with steel lockers. 
Nowadays, Chan mostly works on his own. He 
restructured his firm at the end of last year, 
whittling it down to just two employees and 
himself. “I wanted to break down very familiar 
things, or routines. And then hopefully, through 
that, the search for something different opens 
up,” he explains. “I wanted the freedom again, 
to do things in a small but dedicated manner 
and be satisfied.”

When I paid a visit to the designer’s 
workspace and asked if it was possible for him 
to choose a project he was most proud of, he 
paused before answering, “I’m proud that after 
22 years of having established a company, I still 
feel excited.” He acknowledged the fact that he 
has been able to create through an unsullied 
perspective is a privilege. “And of course, along 
the way, there were certain projects that 
punctuated the journey.”

Chan took a box out of the storage room. 
Inside were past issues of Werk, but also, copies 
of the elusive Guerillazine, the accompanying 
publication Chan designed for Comme des 
Garçons’s chain of guerilla pop-ups in the 
mid-2000s.

For almost five years, he ran the Japanese 
label’s series of Guerrilla Stores in Singapore. 
The ephemeral shops — installed in hip, 
yet-to-be-gentrified areas around the world — 
were required to close or find a new location 
after a single year of operation. They were 
meant to be an antithesis to the aggressive 
commercialism at the time.
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THESE DAYS, Thomas Wee spends a great deal 
of time shuttling between “teaching and doing 
nothing.” The 72-year-old lectures part-time at 
Temasek Polytechnic, teaching pattern-making 
to the school’s fashion design students, but he 
considered himself retired earlier this year. 
“After 40 over years, I’m really tired of being 
here,” he admits. To the former couturier, the 
fashion industry, whether in the context of 
Singapore or the world at large, has been 
lacklustre for the longest time.

Wee has been an outspoken, and perhaps the 
harshest, most honest critic of the local fashion 
scene’s uninventive designs and the industry’s 
unsustainable production capacities. 
Witnessing the slow death of the industry he 
once was pivotal in has been frustrating for him. 

It’s obvious Wee regards the ’80s and early 
’90s as the most dazzling eras of fashion in 
Singapore. When he talks of his work, it’s 
impossible to not talk about these years. They 
were, after all, the glory days in which the 
industry madly thrived. The government 
pumped in grand financial backing in its efforts 
to recast the country as a fashion hub that was 
to be taken seriously. Large-scale fashion shows 
were regularly held. Local designers were 
celebrated and kept on their toes by the 
abundant competition. Orchard Road, with its 
buzzing shopping malls and diverse offerings, 
easily became Southeast Asia’s gleaming 
monolith of retail.

And of course, these were, after all, the  
years that were definitive to his career as a  
fashion designer. 

Over the years, the notoriously precise 
designer — seemingly always in his uniform of 
black loose-fit jacket cinched at the waist — 
earned himself a flurry of nicknames that paid 

homage to his tailoring repertoire. The “King of 
the Jacket” is one that has stuck the longest. His 
suits were known for their impeccable 
construction; for their sharp, impeccable lines 
that created lean, authoritative silhouettes. 
What Giorgio Armani did for the West’s career 
women in the ’80s was what Wee did for 
Singapore’s career women at the time.

“I don’t call myself a fashion designer. I call 
myself a clothes engineer,” he once declared in a 
post-fashion show interview in 2013. “I love the 
process of engineering clothes. Fashion is all 

about engineering, like architecture. When you 
use raw materials to materialise and to visualise 
something, it’s all about engineering.”

Wee is self-taught. He never had any formal 
fashion training. As the son of a seamstress 
mother and a father who was a stickler for 
Chinese traditions, he grew up in a world in 
which tailoring became second nature but was 
also verboten. “In the ’60s, which Chinese father 
would send his son to Europe to study fashion?” 
he posits. But he was a voracious magazine 
reader, a peripheral observer of the city-state’s 
escalating reputation as a fashion destination. 

In the ’70s, Wee, who just finished two years 
studying medicine, chose to become a 
neighbourhood tailor. He rented a little corner 
shop at the ground floor of an HDB block in Toa 
Payoh. It was only in 1978, when Her World, a 
local women’s magazine, hosted a contest for 
young designers, that Wee decided to sink his 
teeth into the forbidden fruit. He sent in his 
sketches. “It won’t be very modest of me to say 
this, but since I was young, I have always 
illustrated very, very well,” he says. “I was a 
finalist but because I didn’t understand the 
concept of a fashion collection, I didn’t even 
place in the top three.”

Despite this, the attention garnered from the 
contest was enough to propel Wee into what 
was the beginning of his series of successes. 
Calls to wholesale his designs came in, and by 
1986, Wee had opened his first high-end 
boutique. Making his designs lucrative came 
natural to him. His previously wide-eyed view 
of the fashion industry swiftly matured into one 
that was unfazed by its theatrics. His keen sense 
of observation kicked in, and three years later, 
he launched his career wear line, Mixables 
— the first of its kind that was made by a 
Singaporean designer. Other sister and diffusion 
lines soon followed: Pretá, Sino and bridal gown 
label Made in Heaven, which was popular 
among well-heeled brides of the time. 

“As a designer, you have to be a business 
person, you have to be very sensitive about 
world movements, about consumers,” he says. 
The designer has always understood the times. 
And when the Asian economic recession hit in 
1998, he knew it was time he shuttered his labels. 

Since then, Wee has actively taught fashion 
design in schools, continuing to keep his finger 
on the pulse of fashion. He says he’s fully aware 
of what’s happening. The demise of retail was 
once predicted when the age of e-commerce 
dawned. But now, he believes, it’s the other 
way around. There’s a collective digital 
exhaustion, and people are increasingly 
seeking real-world experiences.

If this is indeed true, a resetting of 
Singapore’s fashion industry might well be 
underway. “Let me tell you,” says Wee, “as long 
as people have to wear clothes, there’s still 
fashion to do.”

From top: Thomas Wee at Design Orchard’s The Cocoon 
Space, photographed on July 3, 2020; the Malaysian 
actress Deanna Yusoff wearing Wee’s unstructured 
career wear suit, 1986.

Chan chose indiscriminate locations, moving 
his studio along with the shop. The first one in 
2004 appeared in Chinatown at Temple Street, 
occupying the second floor of an old shophouse, 
while his studio was on an adjunct street. “The 
juxtaposition of Comme’s clothes and 
Chinatown was totally at odds. But that was the 
beauty of it: a collision of very different things,” 
he remarks. Next, they moved to Haji Lane 
(then a relatively unknown alley in the Malay-
Arab quarters), then to an HDB shop unit in the 
heartlands neighbourhood of Bukit Merah View, 
and finally a defunct school at Mount Sophia.

“I come from a culture where if you’re a 
craftsman, you pay a lot of attention to your work, 
almost sacrificing your life for that,” he says. 
“I’m now looking for something in between.”

The designer thinks it’s no longer the same 
world and that the old ways of doing things have 
become irrelevant. The ongoing pandemic, if 
anything, has accelerated digital’s near-
complete global dominion. Chan’s upcoming 
projects — an artbook for Steidl, packaging for a 
French perfumer — have been halted for the 
time being. His art posters, commissioned by 
the 2020 Tokyo Olympics that were ultimately 
cancelled, hang by his work desk, a subtle 
reminder of how quickly things change.

“I think this has become the watershed 
moment where the world is handed over to the 
millennials and Gen Z,” he notes. When asked if 
there were younger creatives he admired, he 
openly lists the likes of the founders of design 
agency Anonymous, Felix Ng and Germaine 
Chua, and local designer Nicolette Yip of 
fashion label The Salvages. “We must support 
this new generation that’s going to carry it 
forward,” he says. “Really, I don’t want to hold 
on to it. I want to be free.” 

From left: Theseus Chan at 
his studio, photographed 
on July 2, 2020; Werk’s 
Guerrilazine was published 
in collaboration with 
Comme des Garçons in the 
early ’00s.
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