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usie Lingham is not a natural fit
for the position of director of
the Singapore Art Museum
(SAM) and she knows as much.

Six months after she took
office, the former assistant professor of
visual and performing arts at the Nation-
al Institute of Education (NIE) still some-
times grapples with her new role as an
arts administrator at Singapore’s premier
contemporary art institution.

The art creation and curatorial
elements of her job do not faze her; as a
practising multi-disciplinary artist and
curator herself, she relishes the artistic
challenge and the chance to collaborate
with artists and curators.

But it has been nerve-racking for her
to grow into the skin of an arts official.

The interview with her on a recent
afternoon at the museum cafe was inter-
rupted by the unannounced visit of a very
important person.

When informed of the visit by the
museum’s operations manager, she did
not immediately jump from her seat and
roll out the red carpet. Her priority was
to consider the wishes of the guest. She
chose to respect his decision to keep his
visit hush-hush and did not fuss over him
unduly.

When the VVIP walked past the cafe
to the museum’s annexe in Queen Street,
she went up to him and extended a warm
welcome. When he took leave, she waved
goodbye earnestly as she would to a
friend.

Seconds after his departure, however,
a momentary crisis of confidence hit her;
she wondered aloud if her folksy manner
and low-key reception might be miscon-
strued as being too casual and careless.

It would not be the first time that
self-doubt has crossed her mind about
being the face and force of the nation’s
leading contemporary art museum.

She had reconsidered the offer of the
post a few times before she agreed to take
it on last August.

The sprightly singleton, 48, who was
invited to be a member of the museum’s
advisory board for two years from 2011,
says: “The first time the offer was
broached, I was shocked. It was never on
my radar. I’m an artist and an academic.”

To her mind, major institutions in
Singapore are run by bureaucrats and she
was not one. Previous museum directors
Kwok Kian Chow and Tan Boon Hui came
from the National Museum of Singapore.

The board, however, had made up its
mind and the members’ confidence arrest-
ed her hesitancy.

“People who had my best interests at
heart said, ‘You’re there because of what
you can do, not because of what you
can’t,’” she says. “And I am learning
things that I do not usually think about,
budgeting, financing.”

Ms Chong Siak Ching, 55, chief
executive of The National Art Gallery,
Singapore and head of the visual arts
cluster that comprises the gallery, SAM
and Singapore Tyler Print Institute, says:
“Susie comes with a very strong back-
ground and track record in art practice,
art education and scholarship in contem-
porary art. She possesses an extraordinar-
ily energetic mind. The fact that she was
on the SAM board, and therefore, not
entirely new to SAM is an additional
benefit.”

But it was neither the approval nor
affirmation from others that persuaded
Ms Lingham.

She says in her usual tone of convic-
tion: “The only reason I could say ‘Yes’
was because it went bing in my head:
This is public service in the area that I
care about and in a way that is the most
immediate. You can immediately be the
interface for ways of thinking and being
in this world that get straight to people’s
hearts and minds.”

This same passion to grow Singapore’s
contemporary art scene was what drove
her first foray into arts management in
1991. Then a fresh graduate from the
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (Nafa)
with a diploma in fine arts, she joined

friends Suzann Victor and Han Ling to
co-found 5th Passage. The non-profit
arts company occupied a fifth floor pas-
sageway in Parkway Parade Shopping
Centre and provided a platform to show-
case everything from art exhibitions and
performance art to public readings and
forums.

The space, among the first of its kind
here, was self-funded. Ms Lingham’s
contribution came from her salary as a
copywriter penning stories and jokes and
drawing illustrations for a children’s
newsletter on the national mascot for
charitable behaviour, Sharity Elephant.

At the end of 1993, 5th Passage co-
organised the art event, Artists’ General
Assembly, at the shopping centre with
local art collective The Artists Village. It
was at this landmark performance art
event that artist Josef Ng snipped his
pubic hair in public and in turn sparked a
decade-long
proscription of
performance
art. The 5th
Passage was al-
so evicted
from its space in the mall.

Ms Lingham says: “A lot of people
lamented the proscription of perform-
ance art but what people forget is that an
organisation that went through the whole
process of essentially becoming a compa-
ny limited by guarantee to do public work
was shut down.”

Two decades on, however, she has
been tasked to set up a similar establish-
ment at the museum. It left the fold of
the National Heritage Board in November
last year and was made an independent,
not-for-profit company with an interest
in promoting contemporary South-east
Asian art to the public. The irony is not
lost on her.

She says: “The fact that I was given
the job, that they chose me, made me
think ‘Wow, they are ready for a change’.
I was blown away, and also full of trepida-
tion. What would they expect?”

Since taking the plunge, however, she
has had no time to dwell on such misgiv-
ings, much less sleep. She threw herself
wholeheartedly into discussions with

curators on how to fine-tune the presen-
tation of more than 100 works at the Sin-
gapore Biennale before its launch last Oc-
tober. At the same time, she was busy
drawing up a new organisational struc-
ture for the museum and working to ex-
pand its staff strength from 40 to 58 peo-
ple. On days when she had little
shut-eye, strong tea – two bags to a cup
– and sheer adrenaline kept her going.

As an independent company, SAM will
still receive government funding but it
will also have to raise funds from
sponsors and patrons to help drive its
exhibitions and programmes. Its admis-
sion policy however remains – citizens
and permanent residents still enjoy free
entry to permanent exhibitions.

The museum’s organisational change
is part of the Ministry of Culture, Com-
munity and Youth’s push to allow greater
autonomy for the development and

growth of the vis-
ual arts in Singa-
pore.

On what this
autonomy could
mean, Ms Ling-

ham explains, using the example of a hy-
pothetical museum show on the topic of
freedom.

“Of course, it’ll enter the issue of cen-
sorship, which is sensitive,” she says.
“But becoming corporate means it should
be expected that we can do the show and
people shouldn’t come down and say you
can’t do it, as long as we have the exper-
tise and the ability to make a difficult
thing like this accessible, well explained
and with room for discussion.

“I would not take this job if all I had to
do was do exactly what has been done. It
would not be interesting for me at all.”

Already, she is brimming with ideas on
how to raise the bar of Singapore’s
contemporary art scene, inspired by the
reception of the ongoing biennale, which
runs until the middle of next month.

Its focus on South-east Asian artists
instead of international big names has
drawn positive feedback from visitors,
and attendance to the exhibition at its
half-way mark stood at more than
210,000 people, exceeding visitorship

over a similar period for previous
editions.

She says this early success suggests
that the museum can come into its own
and be a place where Singaporeans are
fed “more than the glitz and glamour” of
art, receiving instead “sustenance for the
soul”.

This gives her hope for the museum to
become a place where artists working in
all disciplines of contemporary art, includ-
ing writers and musicians, can “try
things out and make things happen”.

“Singapore is famous for its middle-
man culture, we import other people’s
creativity and R&D. I want the museum
to be the place where we think, feel, do
and make, starting from scratch. When
you see the process happening, the value
of it is just immense,” she says. One way
she hopes to realise this is through offer-
ing artist residencies at the museum.

She is similarly keen to establish the
museum as a place where complex ideas
that sometimes push boundaries can be
communicated to the public.

“What we need the public to know is
that this is not a nursery, this is a muse-
um, you can’t expect it to have the same
safety nets that a nursery has. If you
can’t show people complicated things
here, where can you?”

She believes difficult ideas can be
made accessible to the public through the
way they are introduced in the exhibition
such that the viewer is intrigued but also
guided along. Likewise, the museum’s
educational programmes, including guid-
ed tours and public lectures, will be key
to developing the audience.

To achieve her vision for an inclusive
museum, she will have to work closely
with artists too and she believes that the
artist hat she wears will come in handy.

“When I work with artists, I am able
to understand in a way that doesn’t need
words and I’ll be able to help them as a
fellow thinker because I did that all the
time with my art school students.”

She was an arts lecturer at Lasalle Col-
lege of the Arts from 1999 to 2003 and a
senior lecturer at Nafa from 2008 to
2009.

Her friend and former colleague Lum

Chee Hoo, 41, an assistant professor of
visual and performing arts at NIE, says:
“She has very strong convictions al-
though she leaves room for discussion.
She is also a good listener. She takes in
your view, reflects on it and then gives
her critical view.”

As an artist, her practice spans every-
thing from drawing and sound to perform-
ance and installation. Her first solo show,
held in 2012 at The Substation, featured
elaborate installations, drawings and
poem-riddles on glass bottles.

Asked if her works of art have sold,
she replies with one of her hearty laughs;
none has. But money has never motivated
her as an artist and she intends to contin-
ue making art, even as director of the
museum.

She says: “I said to Siak Ching that if I
were to take the job, you must know that
I will continue being an artist. She said as
long as you don’t show in SAM, that’s
fine.

“And that’s fine, I’ve never shown in
SAM anyway,” she says good-humoured-
ly.

Her journey into art, however, was the
consequence of flunking her second lan-
guage, Chinese, at A levels, which pre-
vented her from entering universities
here at that time to study.

It was her father, a Peranakan Indian
and director of nursing and human
resource at the Sunlove Home for the
intellectually disabled, who wanted his
five children to study Chinese in school;
she went to Yio Chu Kang Primary
School and the now defunct Parry Second-
ary School. Her housewife mother, who
died in 2007, was Punjabi.

Ms Lingham, the youngest of the five
children, recalls being “very moody”
about having to give up a university
degree in literature for art school. “I
didn’t really want to do this, but finding
out that I could do it with very little try-
ing made it easy and fun,” she says.

She had in fact been making art since
young although she did not know it as
such. Growing up in a fundamentalist
Christian household – home was a coloni-
al bungalow, the nurses’ quarters for
Woodbridge Hospital where her father
worked as a psychiatric nurse – the TV
was not allowed so she drew often,
taught herself to play the guitar and read
voraciously, including the Bible in the
classic King James version.

She was later reconciled with the
study of literature at the tertiary level
when she pursued a master’s in writing at
the University of Western Sydney in
1996, and a doctor of philosophy in litera-
ture, religion and philosophy at the
University of Sussex in the United King-
dom in 2004. To finance her studies, she
borrowed money from the bank and
worked jobs on the side shelving books at
the school library and teaching students.

There were times when the going got
tough – she had only $4 in the bank by
Christmas of her first year at the Universi-
ty of Western Sydney – but she soldiered
on with mission and fortitude.

It was this spunk that led her to keep
making art even after the 5th Passage fall-
out, showing works of installation art at
Pacific Plaza and Fort Canning Hill in
1994, and designing the set for the
Eleanor Wong play Wills And Secession,
which was staged by TheatreWorks in
1995.

She says: “I’ve never been privileged
or lucky, but I don’t step away from a
challenge either.”

lijie@sph.com.sg

Susie Lingham at the Singapore Art Museum with the work Satanni by a group of Thai artists – Anon Pairot, Kamin Lertchaiprasert, Patama Roonrakwit, Samart
Suwannarat and Zcongklod Bangyikhan – commissioned for the Singapore Biennale 2013. ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG

“As an educator, the key thing for me
was to get people to think about
learning as a natural thing, that you
learn when you are piqued and when
you don’t have the answers. It’s not
about stuffing people with
knowledge.”
On her approach towards teaching

Artist and academic
Susie Lingham became
Singapore Art Museum
director out of passion

“When people think about contemporary
art, they often think that anything goes
and I really don’t believe that. Anything
does not go. Not anything goes because it
is art. Otherwise it will be anything and
everything and why do you call it art?”
On the common misconception of contemporary art

“My father was a
disciplinarian when it
came to religious
stricture but some
things, my parents just
could not be bothered.
I remember fighting
with one of my
brothers and writing
on his door with a
marker ‘Danny is a
chinless wonder’ and
my mother never bat
an eyelid.”
Susie Lingham, on being raised
in a strict fundamentalist
Christian household
that barred television

“I hated primary and secondary
school. I didn’t read my textbooks and
I had trouble following things that
were sequential. I had a phobia of
Chinese and maths. I did only the
things that interested me, which
were English and literature.”
On her days as a student
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My life so far
Performing
her work,
If The
Universe,
Between
Circle And
Ellipse,
Slips, in
2004.

A heart for the arts

Susie Lingham, two, in the
arms of mother Sarjit Kaur,
with brothers Tony (left,
five) and Danny (right, six).
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