The received wisdom about why Singapore was
so slow in developing a creative/design/artistic
scene is that for the first three decades after
gaining independence from Britain in 1965,
everyone was too busy trying to build a nation.
The economy, infrastructure, health care, basic
housing and the creation of racial and social
harmony all claimed priority over any utopian
ideal where one could leisurely debate the merits
of Niemeyer or Le Corbusier. The very idea of
architectural conservation was met with silence.
Indeed, until a decade or so ago, introspection
was a luxury the country could ill afford.
At stake has been nothing less than the survival
of Singapore’s statehood. As the joke goes,
Singapore is a very good address in a very bad
neighbourhood.
All of which makes Singapore’s current
renaissance such an extraordinary feat. From
(] astanding start, this tiny island of barely
700 5q km has fast-forwarded a generation’s
worth of effort to create a buzzing hive of
creativity. Today, the Singapore Biennale is a
key fixture on the arts calendar, while orchestral
pieces are played out by both local and visiting
companies in full symphonic glory in the
Esplanade theatres and the Victoria Concert Hall.

Around the block, the Palladian-style Supreme
Court building is being made over by French
practice Studio Milou into a new national
art gallery. In the warrens of the O1d School,
arecently converted mixed-use complex on
Mount Sophia, fashion designers consult with
niche magazine editors while film-makers
discuss projects with set designers. And at the
new School of the Arts, the next generation of
creatives is being groomed.

Not bad for a country where parents —all
dyed-in-the-wool loyalists of Battle Hymn of the
Tiger Mother — still insist their children take up a
career in law, medicine, engineering or banking.

To be sure, much of this growth has been
driven by public sector bodies — such as the
National Arts Council, the DesignSingapore
Council and the Ministry of Information,
Communications and the Arts —all of which
have worked hard to shift Singapore from
a manufacturing-based economy to one that
is knowledge-based.

Tham Khai Meng, the worldwide creative
director of advertising agency Ogilvy & Mather
(and a Singaporean himself) says that Singapore
is ‘doing an exemplary job organising and
centralising the various creative groups from
advertising, industrial, architectural and visual
design, rewarding their stars, showcasing their
work and promoting their talent’.

That said, everyone understands that it is
not enough for the government to want certain
things to happen. Private sector players need
to take the initiative, and make what one insider
describes as ‘greater efforts to understand what
the stakeholders of the creative industries
themselves see in their individual or collective
furures, to find ways to support their endeavours
without trying to control market forces.

In particular, playwright Michael Chiang
believes Singapore’s arts scene has developed »
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Download our Singapore
Revealed app for the full
supplement, plus additional
photographs, exclusive
videos and!interviews,

as well as updates from
YourSingapore.com.
Available 1 May from

the App Store
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