
This has been a year of changes for composer Kelly
Tang: he turns 50, receives the Cultural Medallion
and is preparing for a new post as Dean of the School
of the Arts.

Currently associate professor of music at Nanyang
Technological University’s National Institute of Edu-
cation, he is excited about working with younger musi-
cians.

“One of the great things about teaching is that you
are learning as well,” enthuses the career educator,
who began by teaching music in Raffles Junior College
in the 1980s.

He also hopes to be a mentor to young talent, just
as he was helped in his time by mentors including
composer Leong Yoon Pin, who died in April, aged 79.

“Mr Leong taught by example,” he says, recalling
how the man known as the father of Singapore’s com-
posers gave him lessons that lasted a lifetime.

Leong was the mentor assigned to oversee Tang’s
progress as a young teacher in the 1980s and after
some time, the then budding composer “worked up
the courage” to ask him for lessons.

The older man told him to first focus on the basics
of writing counterpoint and harmony for a few years,
then to return when he felt ready.

“I never went back to him,” says Tang with a
laugh. “To this day, I’m working on the exercises he
set me.”

The older musician would continue to give him
feedback on some of his music but Tang remains most
appreciative of that single sentence of advice.

“Underneath whatever musical construction we
put up, the foundation has to be very strong,” he
explains.

“That’s what I tell my own students now.”
He, too, began his love affair with music in his stu-

dent days – his banker father and teacher mother sent
him for piano lessons at the age of six and in his sec-
ondary school days, he played the tuba in the Anglo
Chinese School band.

“At the time, the tuba parts were not the most
interesting but that was a blessing in disguise,” he
says.

“As I was not doing much, I was able to observe
what the other musicians were doing. I was learning,

seeing how all the parts fit together.”
He began writing songs in his school days, went

on to helm a Christian gospel pop group and contin-
ued to play bass guitar in Anglo Chinese Junior Col-
lege and the army band.

Fully supported by his parents and younger sis-
ter, he did a music degree at York University in
Toronto, later following up with a master’s at
Northwestern University in Chicago. He also has a
doctorate from Michigan State University.

While exposed to Chinese opera and Malay and
Indian rhythms in Singapore, it was at York that he
fell in love with Indian Carnatic music and even
learnt to play the mridungam drum.

“I figured if I can handle Indian Carnatic
rhythms, I can handle anything else,” he says with
a laugh.

His music draws on various themes, from Chi-
nese opera to gospel pop to Malay and Indian folk
songs.

His professional debut, Apocalypso, included all
these influences and was played by the Warsaw
Philharmonic Orchestra at the 2000 Singapore

Arts Festival.
Four years later, he

wrote a Symphonic Suite
On A Set Of Local Tunes
for the Singapore Sym-
phony Orchestra and
this has since been per-
formed by the Nagoya
Philharmonic Orchestra
of Japan, the Royal Thai
Navy Orchestra and the
Vietnam National Sym-
phony Orchestra.

He has written about
60 pieces and his tunes
have been performed by

noted musicians such as local jazzman Jeremy Mon-
teiro and home-grown string ensemble T’ang Quar-
tet – they recorded his score for a 2006 documenta-
ry about female soldiers in China, Feet Unbound.

In 2008, he received the Composers’ And
Authors’ Society Of Singapore (Compass) award
for artistic excellence.

Still, the father of two sons aged 17 and 13 – he
is married to Tan Mui Tin, 48, who works in a
non-profit group – finds each new composition a
new challenge, perhaps taking a week for two bars.

“Every new score turns me into an amateur,” he
says.

“When you see something drop out onto the
page, it’s like a miracle. But then, you still have to
write the next bar.”

Artist Lim Yew Kuan has been painting and sculpt-
ing for more than 50 years, undeterred by a paralytic
stroke he suffered two years ago.

This year, the 83-year-old returned to his birth-
place, Xiamen in China, to sculpt a life-size statue of
his father, Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts founder
Lim Hak Tai.

He clambered up and down ladders and lifted
heavy sculpting clay, even though in 2009, he had to
use a wheelchair to get around and could barely hold
a brush. “There’s no secret. I believe in training
myself,” he says, crediting gong-
fu and simple willpower for his
return to health.

Before returning to Singa-
pore to receive the Cultural
Medallion at the Istana last
night, Lim gifted the finished
statue of his father to Xiamen
City. The city’s Art Museum is currently running a
retrospective of both his and his father’s paintings,
titled Crossing Visions – Singapore And Xiamen:
Lim Hak Tai And Lim Yew Kuan Art Exhibition.

At his Bukit Batok flat, Lim speaks fondly of his
father and the strict training he imparted. “In the
past, we would grind our own colours, using earth
and chemicals. Now it is easy,” he says.

He works mostly in oils because “you can do it
slowly and while thinking”.

Twice-married and a father of eight, he spends
hours working in his studio at home or at Telok
Kurau. Sometimes, he paints with his youngest son,
11-year-old Bjorn.

He recalls how his father started Nafa with 14 stu-
dents and volunteer teachers. He and his four sib-
lings were brought up on campus – their mother
died when he was 10 – and in turn, he married and
lived with his first wife and their children in school
housing.

Money was always tight and during his time as Na-
fa principal, from 1963 to 1979, the school nearly ran
itself into the ground until the Chinese community
rallied with funds.

“I’m not a good administrator, that’s why there
were so many financial troubles,” he says candidly.

His talent clearly lies in elegant, realistic paint-
ings, featuring snapshots of Singapore and Singapo-
rean life. Some works belong in the boldly coloured
Nanyang school developed by his father and other
first-generation painters, but he honed his own sig-
nature style while studying at London’s Chelsea Art
College in the 1950s.

“I try to show the truth through my work,” he
says, acknowledging Spanish romantic painter Fran-
cisco de Goya as an influence. “Realism is painting
the way society is.”

He founded the influential art group Equator Art
Society in 1956. Members,
including Chua Mia Tee and
Ong Kim Seng, met to paint
and sculpt until 1972, creat-
ing works that reflected socie-
ty at the time. Perhaps the
most famous is Chua’s
National Language Class,

showing Chinese men studying Malay.
Lim’s bust of former president Yusof Ishak stands

in the Istana and his paintings have been exhibited at
the Singapore Art Museum as well as in group shows
in Singapore, Malaysia, Japan and China.

Still, his works sell for four-figure sums and he
held his first solo show in Singapore only last year. It
was a retrospective at Nafa. He remarried after his
first wife died in the early 1980s.

He has no complaints. “People might say you
can’t sell your art, there are so many challenges, but
as long as you have work, you’ll never die. Through
art, I found the way of life, my way of life. I feel I’m
lucky.”

Lyricist Yusnor Ef knows what he wants to do
with the $80,000 Cultural Medallion grant: trans-
late his recently published history of Malay music
into English.

“The young generation forgets its history, its
roots, its culture. I’m worried that if I don’t make
these works, the past will
disappear,” says the
74-year-old author of Muz-
ik Melayu Sejak 1940- an
(Malay Music From 1940).

The self-published title,
supported by a grant from
the National Arts Council,
covers the development of
Malay songs and melodies
in Singapore and Malaysia.
It was launched in Singa-
pore last month.

The lyricist is among the best possible authors
for writing such a history: Not only is he the
founder of Perkamus, the Association of Malay
Singers, Composers and Professional Musicians
in Singapore, he has also written more than 250
songs with noted composers such as Zubir Said,
Kassim Masdor and P. Ramlee.

Ramlee came up with the pseudonym most
know him by – Yusnor was actually born Moham-
ed Noor Mohamed Yusofe.

He has also produced several documentaries
about his mentor for Malaysian channels such as
Astro and RTM (Radio Televisyen Malaysia).

A long-serving board member of the Compos-
ers and Authors Society of Singapore (Compass),
he fell into the music industry by accident. The
youngest of three children and half- Indian by

birth, he entered the Malay stream and became a
Malay teacher and textbook writer. In 1954, he
moved to the Educational Television (ETV)
department and began working on the radio and
meeting composers such as Kassim.

Five years later, he and Kassim wrote a song
for Siapa Kah Bersala
(Whose Mistake), a mu-
sical performed at the
Victoria Theatre. More
collaborations soon fol-
lowed, even though he
cannot read music and
relies on listening to the
melody.

His words have been
s u n g b y R a h i m a h
Rahim, Anita Sarawak

and the late Ahmad Jais, but rarely by himself.
“I’m not a singer,” he says, demonstrating a few
bars from a Hindi song. “I was in a kampung pop
group in 1955 but we were not very popular.”

Enamoured of Bollywood movies and singers
such as Mohammed Rafi, he often translated the
lyrics so that the Malay community could enjoy
them as well.

The three most important songs he has ever
written, however, were for his wife – one during
their courtship, one at their wedding and one for
their 23rd wedding anniversary. Married for 45
years to Jamila Jaan, 10 years his junior, he has a
daughter and two grandchildren.

“My songs are mostly all about love and fami-
ly,” he says with a fond smile.

Muzik Melayu Sejak 1940-an retails at $119. To buy
the book, e-mail perkamus@yahoo.com.sg.

Stunned at receiving the Cultural Medallion, theatre
director Atin Amat says she owes her big stage
break to influential Malay playwright Nadiputra.

He took her on as stage manager in a production
at the National Theatre when she was in her 20s and
fresh from acting workshops at community centres.

While she does not recall the play’s name, she
remembers that the playwright’s cohorts were sur-
prised that he would give this chance to someone
“so new”.

“I continued because of the confidence that
Nadiputra gave me,” she says, now 54 and having
directed 48 plays as artistic director of Malay troupe
Teater Kami, which translates as “our theatre”.

She plans to put on a new production with the
$80,000 grant that comes with the Cultural Medal-
lion, but has no concrete plans yet.

Among the dramas presented by the 22-year-old
troupe under her direction are early works from
now noted theatre names, such as playwright Noor
Effendy Ibrahim’s controversial Anak Melayu
(Malay Children) in 1992.

While its depiction of teenage sexuality and vio-
lence had some viewers complaining to Malay news-
paper Berita Harian, Teater Kami followed up three
years later with performer-director Aidli Mosbit’s
play about female sexuality ...Dan Tiga Dara Ter-
bang Ke Bulan (...And Three Virgins Fly To The
Moon).

“It was a bit hard to sell tickets,” she recalls.
“But I like plays about issues, current affairs and sto-
ries that relate to people.”

A fan of period plays, notably Les Miserables, she
has also directed the Malay version of Japanese mys-
tery Rashomon in 1995 and, in 2008, Romzi And
Juleha, the Malay version of Romeo And Juliet, set
in 1950s Singapore.

Born Halimah Jaafar, she uses a stage name that
combines nicknames given to her and her father.
She is the fourth of six daughters and four sons born

to a driver and a housewife.
The family lived in Kampung Lorong Fatimah off

Woodlands Road and her first stage experience was
at age 23, in the kampung theatre group’s Hari Raya
play.

“I think I fell in love with
theatre and forgot about every-
thing else,” she says, referring to
her single state.

“But now I have Teater Kami
and I have sons and daughters to
run it for me,” she adds, meaning
the students and volunteers who
have helped her keep alive the
group she founded, after the
Asian Financial Crisis in 1999.

With barely a few thousand dollars in the bank
then, she gave up on staging productions at the Vic-
toria Theatre and converted a rehearsal room at the
group’s home in Cairnhill Arts Centre on Cairnhill

Road into a 90-seater black box.
Teater Kami now has only two full-time staff –

the artistic director and an administrative assistant.
It runs mainly on the goodwill of volunteers: Atin

and her actors often double
up in handling lights,
sound and props, as they
did in last week’s Tuah, a
play about youth solving
social problems.

“I always tell people
who want to join us: ‘If you
want to do Teater Kami,
you have to do package
work – not only acting but
lighting, stage manager’s

job, production manager’s job’,” she says.

“Teater Kami is not my theatre, or your theatre
but ‘us’ theatre,” she adds, punning on the English
translation of its name.

akshita nanda

T
he four artists receiving Singapore’s high-
est arts honour this year credit their
careers to pioneers who took them on as
proteges.

The Cultural Medallion, awarded to
those who have achieved artistic excellence in their
fields, was awarded last night at the Istana to lyricist
Mohamed Noor Mohamed Yusofe, better known as
Yusnor Ef; composer Kelly Tang; visual artist Lim
Yew Kuan and theatre practitioner Halimah Jaafar,

better known as Atin Amat.
Yusnor, 74, says his stage name and songs were

shaped by film- maker P. Ramlee, while composer
Tang, 50, was inspired by pioneering songsmith
Leong Yoon Pin.

Similarly, painter and sculptor Lim, 83, studied
under his father Lim Hak Tai, founder of the Nan-
yang Academy of Fine Arts.

Atin, 54, who prefers this stage name to her offi-
cial name, is artistic director of the 22-year-old theat-
rical ensemble Teater Kami. She got her first stage
break thanks to influential playwright Nadiputra.

Including these four, the Cultural Medallion has
been given out to 104 artists since it was instituted in
1979. Apart from the medallion, artists are eligible
for an $80,000 grant, which can be used to fund a
new arts project.

akshitan@sph.com.sg
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‘I try to show the truth through
my work. Realism is painting the
way society is’
Lim Yew Kuan (right) on his art pieces
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‘I never went
back to him. To
this, day I’m
working on the
exercises he set
me’
Kelly Tang (above) on
his attempt to take
music lessons from his
mentor, composer
Leong Yoon Pin
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‘The young generation forgets its
history, its roots, its culture. I’m
worried that if I don’t make these
works, the past will disappear’
Lyricist Yusnor Ef (right) wants to translate his
book, Muzik Melayu Sejak 1940...an (Malay
Music From 1940), into English with his Cultural
Medallion grant
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