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Upon returning  from Perth after eight years, the changes that I 
have experienced over the three years in Singapore did not seem to 
alter my state of mind, and nor does this surprise me. But what 
inspired me most are the ‘stories’ that I read from 
(Singapore) everyday. In a way, it has become a ritual for me. 
These stories tend to reflect our every-day life, which are influenced 
by economic, socio-political conditions that affect every individual, 
regardless of their status. 

Yahoo has become our life-line, which reshapes and r
‘life –stories’. These stories are told by the net
irrelevant whether these stories are real or unreal, but they 
the complexities of how some individuals can resist and challenge 
the differences they encounter as part of everyday life
these stories can also be a self-empowering process

Within the stories, these abbreviated words are commonly found in 
certain sentences- FTs, PaPaya, MIW, Ai Lang, Sing
reality, these abbreviated words have no meaning in relation 
their own contexts, but are transferred from one context to another 
through stories adapted from the economic socio
conditions. 

According to Anatasia, she claims that people can locate and 
reshape themselves in correlation to places; as much as places 
contain a nation’s social history (2006)1. In this exhibition, I am 
keen in exploring these stories; as these stories are not only 
sentiments of the local, but also stories that reflect the nation’s 
social history. Most of all, I am hoping to find new meanings to re
imagine the present by using past narratives and icons from Indian 
mythologies. 

                                      

1 Anatasia, Christou, Narrative Place, Culture and Identity , Amsterdam: Amsterdam University, 2006
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TK : While thinking about this conversation last night I looked at an 
earlier publication, Akasa, which was put together for an exhibition 
primarily on drawings in 2002, and arranged as a funding raising 
event for the Brother McNally Development Fund2. Our conversation 
was chiefly on the practice of drawing in your art. You said 
interesting and profound things about drawing, how drawing was 
central to your thinking on and making of art. I am reminding our 
selves of that event. That was the last one person exhibition that 
you had in Singapore, and this is another. In between you have 
been in Perth with the expressed purpose of pursing further studies 
in art, leading to a doctorate in creative practice. We will come to 

                                      

2 The Brother McNally Development Fund was established in September 2002 to contribute to the development of 
a New City Campus. Akasa was the first in a series of planned fund raising activities for this fund. A donation of 
$25,000 from the sale proceeds from this exhibition to make to the fund.

S. Chandrasekaran with T.K. Sabapathy
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that a little later. And now you are presenting a one person show at 
The Substation. Could you say how this is exhibition came about. 

SC : This exhibition at The Substation is titled Living Stories
by Noor Effendy Ibrahim, Artistic Director of The Substation. I took the offer 
immediately.  I felt it is the right time to do a solo show as I hav
away from Singapore for eight years. This show reflects how I have 
developed from Akasa, till now.

The works which you are going to exhibit are recently made?

Yes, most of them are recent, done over  the last two years, from  2010 to 
2012. Since my return to Singapore, I have been constantly producing 
works that have been affected by various expressions about stories that are 
gathered from the social media and the television.  All th
rethink how icons actually have different perspectives now.

You used the word icon which is an extremely important attribute 
and signature in your practice. One that has been continuously 
featured in a suite of works which you titled ICONS3

to deal with it. Now you are returning to it. Of course there are 
other elements in it, stimulated by electronic and other kinds of 
mass media, in which a whole spectrum of society, not any one 
sector, is speaking out in a ways that were not possible 15 years 
ago. The second term that you used was stories/narratives. So, it 
appears what you are presenting here is a kind of interlacing 
between icons and narratives. Am I right?

Yes, you are right. The first show about ICONS was exhibited at 
Canning in 1996, it was curated by Constance Sheares. The works for that 
show evolved during my stay in India for two years (1992-1994). In 1994, I 
did a show titled Madras Madley4. While in India, I was based in the 
Cholamandal Artist Village. My intention was to redefine an 
or in ritual. It is very much going back in historical contexts
icon in Indian perspectives. So, I made this journey to understand how 

                                      

3 ICONS   was exhibited at The Gallery, Fort Caning Centre, Cox Terrace, Fort Canning Park, 11 Jan
4 Madras Madley was exhibited at  the Lalit Kala Academy, Madras, India, 1994
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icons are created, how icons are read, and how icons are deve
different materials. During my visit to India, I learned wood carving from an 
Indian master and later studied temple architecture from another master. 
Then, later, I started to explore iconic meanings and measurements to 
reflect the contemporary in my works. I remember while I was working on 
my bronze sculptures, my Indian friend Swaminathan, after looking at the 
work, said, “What is this, it looks like god, but it is not god!” This question 
actually allowed me to read my work as narratives and as icon. In this case, 
the works are surrounded by narrative to do with “God” in the spirit
sense and what is not “God” in every-day life. The narrative is influential in 
this context. So, in the present exhibition, icon and narrative have been 
taken to different levels. In my recent works the icon is not taken from 
Indian tradition but what I see in Singapore. For example, the Merlion is 
changed into bull-lion. The term PAPaya, which is usually associated with a 
fruit, is a reference to a political system. These are very important iconic 
images invoking in these two stories. In the past the icon influenced the 
narrative, but, now the narrative influences the icon. I think, this is 
important for me, to relook how the narrative shapes the icon. These for
are important as they evolved out of narratives and I therefore I call them 
Living Stories.

I think I understand. I want to stay a bit longer on the kind of 
relationship that you have described between icon and narrative. 
The two entities have an enormous tradition in most historical art 
cultures, designating different ways by which images, especially 
deities of Godhead, are represented; in cultures where god is 
represented. An icon is a way of focusing through one figure or one 
representation, a distilled aspect of the deity. The narrative is more 
active, more elaborate and more demonstrative; where god
becomes almost humanlike. On the one hand, the iconic aspects 
that you are producing in your pictures are taken from prevailing 
traditions. The Merlion has been given a traditional aura, although 
its origin is laughable. But the narratives you have taken 
have the same stature. They are taken from the everyday. When I 
see your pictures from the beginning and now, there is a very 
interesting tension between the two; between the gravity of the 
icon, whether it is a Merlion or Bull-lion, and narrative. 
provokes a kind of dialectic in your painting, which was not present 
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before. You are using emblems, signs and symbols, such as the bolt 
of lightning. In Singapore it is associated to People’s Action Party 
(PAP) and in the marvel comic the bolt of lightning is Captain 
Marvel. So here we have an icon which conflates Captain Marvel and 
the PAP or the PAP and Captain Marvel. Do you think this kind of 
tension between the two is part of your thinking in your creative 
process? 

I think that is an intention. I want to create the tension. There is a way art 
language works at the moment. I want to bring elements from everyday 
reality, where the icons are loaded with tradition and meaning. As a matter 
of fact, the everyday shifts the particular meaning of what we call tradition. 
We have come to a point where life has affected us at different levels of 
looking at things – like layers. Actually we have layers of stories and I am 
taking out these layers of stories, piece by piece. What actually interests m
is going back again to the traditional iconic image – like the image of 
Hanuman. Here Hanuman5 is opening up his heart to express his devotion 
to Rama and Sita. This kind of devotion sometimes can be found in the 
system.  As a matter of fact, one actually doesn’t realize how much of it is 
inside oneself. This sort of dialectic tension is always layered with other 
elements. While we talk about this work, we see another icon, the emblem 
of the Worker’s Party hammer over the head of Hanuman, watching us all 
the time. Then, these leeches are sucking upon one another, symbolizing 
the sort of systems we are living in. In reality, this is happening, and each 
of these iconic images has its layers of meaning that fit within its own 
stories. So, there are small layers of dialectic tensions. 

In listening to you it is a wonderful to hear of intricate symbolic 
worlds that are created within your practice. Let me just stay with 
the category of works that you are going to show. It appears that 
there are two. One category is painting and another is sculpture. Of 
course, painting, sculpture and drawing have always been with you. 
You never abandoned them.

That is correct.

                                      

5 In reference to the painting titled Reputation and Devotion (page 16).
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Especially, when you are also involved in installation and 
performance. Why are you presenting paintings and sculptures on 
this occasion?

I never define myself as a performance artist, or as a painter or as a 
sculptor. At this point of time I started to use painting. It is because I have 
a way of working where painting and drawing allow me to give me 
level for looking at art language; it provides me a platform so that I am 
able to use other medium such as performance and video art. Painting and 
sculpture actually allow me to look at the fundamentals of a work. 
Especially with painting, it is interesting, because it is two dimensional and 
it allows me to read at various layers – colour, form, composition and 
materials. I always feel painting is an important medium, as drawing. 
Painting is majestic, huge marks and colours, as seen in history paint
For me, I wasn’t looking at painting in that manner. I was looking at 
painting as reading a manuscript. A manuscript is expressed by text and 
images. That is how I read painting now. It allows me to read deeper. In 
returning to Singapore I need to understand the location; and in reading 
painting as a manuscript, helps me to understand the meaning of location. 

The sculptures are cast in bronze and generally figurative. They are 
not only figurative but have a look humanoid; showing sometimes 
the world of insects and animals. Each is a hybrid, a synthetic 
creation, which I remember as something which you embarked 
upon in the ICONS series. In terms of imagery and symbolism, one 
can see connections between paintings and sculptures. The 
paintings reveal flexibility, generosity and hospitality, pulling 
images in various directions.  But in your sculptures, you are careful 
in retaining a kind condensed form and tight shape. 

I totally agree with what you have said. I am still struggling with the 
sculptural form. What I mean by that is, in sculpture, to deal with the icon 
is much more complex than in painting. In painting there is more flexibility 
in dealing with the icon, but in sculpture one has to work with certain 
structures, to work in-between.  Either it becomes figurative or iconic. I 
need to bring these two forms together and maintain complexities. In 
looking at these sculptures, they are still iconic.  I need to push them 
further. In these works I still find difficulties in understanding certain 
structures such as locking, forms and shapes. All these are very important 
for me. So I am still negotiating with the form. They are not narrative. For 
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me, with sculpture, I am like a baby, crawling. Colour is important in 
sculpture. That is, my final intention. Because it is iconic, the form is very 
strong. So I have to negotiate these boundaries constantly. That is why I 
need to go back to painting to help me to understand my sculpture at all 
times. Now I know how much painting and drawing help me to relate t
sculpture. 

In hearing your description is to be reminded of the fundamentals 
of sculpture. What you have talked about has to do with analogies 
between sculpture and the human body. It demands the same 
things that the human body demands. Such as space, ambience, 
environment; the vitality of the image. These have to do with the 
palpitation of the body, heart beats, breathing, without which, one 
is dead. 

This is true.

Are you still struggling with these things? 

I have a fondness for Hindu iconic images such as the Siva
Shakti. I am attached to these sorts of elements, and so much, that I can’t 
remove them. I need to remove them at a certain point, when the narrative 
comes alive. I am still having difficulties in finding particular narratives, 
especially for sculpture. So, I couldn’t remove the Siva and Shakti forms, 
until the narratives become stronger. Then the narrative will actually take 
over and assume another form. However, I am still not convinced that I 
have developed the narrative. I think it will take another ten
these shifts happening in the works.  I am fine with that. It is because 
sculpture is different from painting. It should evolve naturally. I would not 
want to force it. We can go back to ICONS exhibition, where the images 
were specific, taken from Siva and Shakti forms. Now the images are taking 
very different dimensions and will slowly evolve. I don’t want to make quick 
changes.

I guess as long as you are wedded to these primary ideas of Shakti 
and Linga, and as long you cannot or don’t wish to let them go, it is 
going to take a toll on you. The force of those kinds of entities 
cannot be ignored; you got to deal with them very attentively. Can I 
move on?  In 2002, you left Singapore with your all family (two 
children and your wife) to reside in Perth for 8 years. One of the 
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major reasons for your re-location was to develop your scholarship 
in art. You enrolled in a doctorate program and completed it. What I 
want to talk about is the idea of research, especially when creative 
practices are lodged in universities.  There is a problem here. You 
have to act as an academic and undertake research. You got 
involved in research. You wrote a dissertation. How do you consider 
the role of research in your own practice? Of course, I am not trying
to draw absolute parallels between research in creative practice and 
academic work. I am not saying that research is impossible in 
creative practice, although there are artists who resist the concept 
of research as intellectually unrelated to creativity. 
have integrated research into your creative practice?

I think the notion of research began in the year 1999 when I was working 
on the WAX CITY6 project.  At the moment I didn’t know the depth of 
research. So, I believe, in working with you, it provided me a platform to 
explore practice as research.  I remember when I met you t
project. You said “it is interesting how artists actually don’t look deeper into 
their practices”. To me the project was the beginning -
research.  The project was multi-disciplinary and created a new way of 
looking at things. In 2002, I did a residency at Symbotica, University of 
Western Australia. I did a piece of work called 6th Finger 7. This was scientific 
research that I had taken upon myself. In working with Gary Cass
discovering how different things functions between science and the arts. 
This process allowed me to realise that research is an important element in 
discovering new knowledge, even though the outcome was irrelevant 
whether it was success or failure. During the process of moving from Point 
A to Point B, I was looking for a process that lies within it. In the 1980’s we 
talked about art as a process. It is not applicable anymore. Now art is 
research, it is a system; we need to analyze the system. So, that is why we 
are getting into research. It is like science, we need to understand the 
system of thinking. That is what is happening now. When I undertook my 
doctorate program at Curtin University, it allowed me to look at different 

                                      

6 Wax City was a multi-disciplinary project initiated in the year 1999. It was supported by the then Contemporary 
Asian Arts Centre (CAAC), LaSalle College of the Arts. The Director of the Center was TK. Sabapathy
7 The project focus was to grow ‘carnivorous’ plant cells and animal cells that would eventually be cultured into a 
‘3D’ form. 
8 Gary Cass assisted me in the laboratory practices, in developing the 6th Finger project at the 
University of Western Australia.
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systems of thinking. How writers think, and how writers look at theory, and 
how writers apply particular theories. Actually they apply certain syst
looking at different things; that allowed me to understand the certain ways 
of looking at things. It is not about the result. It is the way how this 
application functions, it might be right or wrong, but that it is not relevant. 
When I was doing my doctorate, I was looking at Carl Jung and Micheal 
Foucault; then Dr. Ann Schilo, my supervisor, said that they are not 
applicable. But I said, “Why, they sound right for my work”. Ann said, “No, 
it because the way they are thinking and your thoughts are tw
systems”. Then I realised that, one should not just apply any theory into 
practice. This process actually, it allows me to think deeper. That is what 
research is for me, a system of thinking. 

I have never heard it said so precisely and with such conviction. 
There is one aspect of your scholarship which has to do with 
writing. I don’t want to invoke a great division between writing and 
making art. Unfortunately, they have gone separately. We used to 
have telephone conversations, I in Singapore, and you in Perth, 
about writing; you used to be quite sometimes despondent about 
writing. I remembered those moments very clearly. Can I say that 
writing is another country for you?  

You know, I never thought I was going to write. I hated writing whe
doing my doctorate. One day, I said to myself, “What am I doing, why I am 
writing this. I am a practitioner”.    As you remember, I was sharing with 
you whether I should take this journey. It is because I thought that I will go 
to a program where I will just paint.  But I am glad I did take this journey 
because I realise that it is another form of language for artists to 
understand. Many years ago when writers wrote about my works I tended 
to accept and embrace what they said. Because I thought what
was right. Artists tend to accept that, because we lack that the kind of 
knowledge. We assume that writers have the authority to do that so we can 
move forward. But, now, that particular approach does not work, I can say 
no, because now I know what I am thinking about my work. Also, I realise 
that every word coming from writers means a lot to them.  Before that, the 
text or word didn’t mean anything to me, but now it has become important 
to me. Coming back to the debate during a writer’s worksho
Substation, I was discussing with Patrick Flores how a writer understands 
the various experiences of an artist and how he/she can expresses the 
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experiences in words. Now, I can say that I am able to understand how 
writers use words to express certain contexts, and how writers are 
conscious about sentence structures in expressing an artist’s inner 
emotional experiences. I always salute writers; it is because they are living 
in the world of words.  But, coming to the artist as a writer, as for myself
am always looking for a certain kind of bridging process, between the world 
of visual and world of words.  It is a great experience in dealing with it.

You have described the status and the role of research. Is writing 
still a struggle for you?

If you asked me whether I wanted to be an artist or writer.
artist..(laugh). I still have problems with writing. I can write, but I need to 
do a lot of research and reading; it does not flow naturally for me.

Let’s us return to works, that you are going to present at the 
exhibition. We have already said some things about painting and 
sculpture. You talked about the icon and the narrative. Let’s us take 
this picture here. It is quite rich, varied and appealing to me. Could 
you take us into and through the picture?

The work is titled We love concrete9. This reminds me of an incident with 
Indonesia10, and our “insatiable demand for concrete”.  The Indonesians 
abruptly banned exporting sand to us, which caused an impact on the 
construction industry in Singapore. So, these kinds of incidents are living 
stories for me. It is because it affects society. Imagine twenty years later, 
people will know these are stories written about Singapore, and these are 
living stories. The image of a bull-lion is adopted from the image of the 
Merlion. For me, the bull-lion represents our nation’s attitudes, charging 
viciously and destroying anything that comes in our way. We are no more 
like the Merlion, symbolizing a soft and beautiful character. The concrete 
replaces a Vishnu image, reclining on a five-headed serpent. The lotus 
defines the beauty of the world, and the lizard is eaten by the bull
immediately after its birth. This represents the concept of Vishnu as 
Godhead, where he takes back what he gives. Here, the leeches represent a 
parasitic society, where we leech on others to survive. For me, these are 

                                      

9 Please refer to page 16
10 Please refer to ww.nytimes.com/2007/03/16/world/asia/16singapore.html?pagewanted=al
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living stories. The iconic images represent the concerns that affect 
individuals in society, especially when the Merlion icon changes into a bull
lion; and concrete as part of our life. 

I turn attention to technical aspects, to the composition. This is a 
three paneled picture. Why do you not have a single stretched 
canvas, and painted on it continuously? Is this a deliberate 
decision?

It is actually a deliberate decision. In Singapore, I realise mobility is very 
important. So, I realise that instead of making work on a big canvas, it is 
easier to work on small surfaces. I can make things the way I want.

In making that kind of decision do you pay special attention to the 
design or the composition? Do you sketch this out in your mind so 
that working it through becomes coherent?

Actually, I work both ways. First, I draw it out, and later I work on it 
constantly. This picture was produced in 2010, and constan
achieves coherence. The coherence is not only in the formality of the 
making, but in the whole idea of what I was looking at first, and how I 
wanted to finished it. It has taken years.

So, this work has had a long period of gestation. 

Yes, gestation is the correct word. It is because I always have to wait till it 
gets to my guts. I just cannot accept what I have done, till it comes to a 
point to say that is right. It is a long period of gestation. The leeches came 
about this year. Earlier they were green lizards.

These are things that you have developed over a period of time. 
They still work and operate today, in 2012. They are dynamic formal 
elements, revitalized and rekindled in changing circumstances. The 
context, stories, narratives and the content are of today. They are 
given new shapes and vitality. I guess these make it possible to talk 
about your work as having a consistent profile. Someone writing on 
your work has to work bloody hard. I insist on this. In rounding off 
our conversation, I underline that interconnections between icon 
and narrative are important matters to be considered in 
contemporary art.
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Reputation and Devotion, 2012, Acrylic, Mixed Media on canvas, 240x100 cm

We love concrete, 2010-2012, Acrylic, Mixed Media on canvas, 240x100 cm 
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Shoebox, we live in, 2010-2012, Acrylic, Mixed Media on canvas, 240x100 cm 

PAPaya, we love you, 2012, Acrylic, Mixed Media on canvas, 240x100cm 
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Mother of HDB, 2011-2012, Acrylic, Mixed Media on canvas, 2300 x156 cm
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Sing-City Series #1, 2011, 30 x 11 x 29 cm

Sing-City Series #2, 2011, 32 x 15 x 31 cm
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Sing-City Series #3, 2011, 19 x 17 x 18 cm

Sing-City Series #4, 2011, 22 x 16 x 24 cm
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Sing-City Series #5, 2011, 26  x 22 x 33 cm 

Modified Self Series, 2007-2008, Mixed Media, Cotton cloth dyed with Turmeric 
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