
M ost children grow up reading 
cartoons and comics. While many 
people move on to other interests, 
you could say that I never “grew up”. 

The sense of wonder and excitement I felt whenever I 
flipped open a comic book bought with pocket money 
saved from skipping recess in school has never left me. 

In the late 1980s, I started writing for BigO 
fanzine about music, comics and films. That led me 
to thinking seriously about popular culture, and how 
it reflected and shaped my worldview. When it came 
to selecting a topic for my history honours thesis at 
university, I wanted to do something about the political 
and visual culture in my own backyard – the history 
of political cartoons in Singapore. A few years later, 
I embarked on a part-time master’s degree on the 
history of Chinese cartoons in Singapore, and I ended 
up writing 40,000 words on the topic while working 
fulltime. I would go on to curate small shows about 
comics and cartoons, and eventually started writing 
comic books (or graphic novels) myself.

About a decade ago, I wrote two articles on 
comics and cartoons in Singapore for this publication. 
In 2012, I discussed the comics drawn by Eric Khoo 
(Unfortunate Lives) and Johnny Lau (Mr Kiasu), and 
how they reflected Singaporean society in the 1980s 
and 1990s.1 The second article, published a year later, 
was based on the exhibitions I helped curate in 2013 at 
the various public libraries and the National Library: 
the 24-Hour Comics Day Showcase and the Chinese 
cartoon exhibition held in conjunction with the 90th 
anniversary of the Lianhe Zaobao newspaper.2

 This current article, however, provides a snapshot 
of eight pioneer cartoonists in Singapore whom I 
showcased in a recent book. Published in 2023, Drawn 
to Satire: Sketches of Cartoonists in Singapore features 
illustrations by Koh Hong Teng.3 The eight cartoonists 
highlighted in the book are Morgan Chua, Dai Yin 
Lang, Koeh Sia Yong, Kwan Shan Mei, Lim Mu Hue,  
Liu Kang, Shamsuddin H. Akib and Tchang Ju Chi.

I decided to write the book because unlike in other 
countries, the history of cartoonists and comic artists 
is not well documented in Singapore. For example, 
in conjunction with the 2024 Paris Olympics, the 
Centre Pompidou held a major comics exhibition titled 
“Comics, 1964–2024” from 29 May to 4 November 
this year. The closest we have had to something like 
this was an exhibition on the history of Singapore 
comics that I co-curated with Sonny Liew in 2016 at 
the Central Public Library. The exhibition was part 
of Speech Bubble, a month-long event comprising 
programmes such as talks and workshops to celebrate 
Singapore comics. 

While the exhibition had 
decent reviews and attendance, 
awareness of Singapore comics is 
still low among the public despite 
the popularity of foreign comics 
like Japanese manga. When Liew’s 
graphic novel, The Art of Charlie 
Chan Hock Chye, was published 
in 2015 (and subsequently won 
three Eisner Awards in 2017), 
many people asked me to introduce 
them to Charlie Chan even though 
the book is a fictional biography 
showcasing the life and work of 
fictional pioneering comic artist, 
Charlie Chan.4 

Other than some of my own 
articles, there is no book on the 
history of cartoonists in Singapore. 
When the opportunity came for me 
and artist Koh Hong Teng to collaborate on a book, 
we decided to do one on the cartooning history of 
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SINGAPORE’S PIONEER

CARTOO NISTS

TCHANG JU CHI

TCHANG JU CHI (张汝器, 1904-1942), WAS NOT 

JUST ONE OF THE PIONEER CARTOONISTS IN 

SINGAPORE, BUT HE WAS A PIONEER ARTIST

IN PRE-WAR SINGAPORE. HE WAS BORN IN 

CHAOAN, GUANGDONG PROVINCE IN CHINA AND

SETTLED IN SINGAPORE IN 1927 AND TAUGHT

ART IN CHINESE SCHOOLS. HE WAS AN

EDITOR OF XING GUANG (星光, STARLIGHT),

THE PICTORIAL SUPPLEMENT OF SIN CHEW

JIT POH WHERE HE DREW MANY CARTOONS. HE 

ALSO USED CARTOONS IN HIS ADVERTISING 

WORK. TCHANG DISAPPEARED DURING THE SOOK 

CHING OPERATION IN SINGAPORE IN 1942.
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LIU KANG

LIU KANG (刘抗, 1911-2004) WAS ONE OF THE 

PIONEERS OF ART IN SINGAPORE. LESS KNOWN 

IS HIS CARTOON BOOK, CHOP SUEY, ABOUT THE 

ATROCITIES DURING THE JAPANESE OCCUPATION 

OF SINGAPORE. WHILE HE NEVER DREW CARTOONS 

AFTER THAT, CHOP SUEY REMAINS AN IMPORTANT 

BOOK IN SINGAPORE CARTOON HISTORY.
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SHAMSUDDIN H. AKIB

SHAMSUDDIN H. AKIB (B. 1933) MAY  NOT BE PART 

OF THE GOLDEN AGE OF MALAY COMICS IN THE 

1950S, BUT HIS CONTRIBUTIONS IN THE FIELDS 

OF ADVERTISING, ILLUSTRATING AND CARTOONING 

ARE MEMORABLE. LIKE TCHANG JU CHI AND

KOEH SIA YONG, HE TRAVERSED BETWEEN THE

WORLDS OF GRAPHIC DESIGN, COMMERCIALS 

AND CARTOONS. HE IS STILL DRAWING TODAY.

41

KOEH SIA YONG

KOEH SIA YONG (许锡勇, B. 1938) CAN BE 

CONSIDERED A SECOND GENERATION ARTIST

IN SINGAPORE BUT SUCH LABELS ARE NOT

USEFUL AS ANY INDIVIDUAL IS MUCH MORE 

THAN THE SUM OF THE CATEGORIES

MUSEUMS, GALLERIES, CURATORS AND CRITICS 

CHOOSE TO USE ON ARTISTS. KOEH IS

ALSO A CARTOONIST, A WOODCUT ARTIST, A 

BELIEVER OF SOCIALISM IN HIS YOUNGER

DAYS (AND MAYBE NOW). HE CONTINUES TO

DRAW CARTOONS LEISURELY.
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LIM MU HUE

LIM MU HUE (林木化, 1936-2008) WAS SAID TO BE 

THE ECCENTRIC ARTIST OF THE SINGAPORE ART 

SCENE IN THE 1970S. BUT BENEATH THE

GRUFF EXTERIOR OF A STUBBORN OLD MAN WHO 

LOVED HIS DRINKS LAY A CRITICAL MIND

AND GENEROUS SPIRIT. LIM CAN BE

CONSIDERED A PIONEER OF CONCEPTUAL ART

IN SINGAPORE. HIS INNOVATIVE APPROACHES 

EXTENDED TO THE CARTOONS HE DREW IN THE 

1970S - HIS PROTAGONIST (WHO IS HIMSELF) 

BREAKS THE FOURTH WALL CONSTANTLY AND MAKES 

FUN OF HIMSELF. IF WE CAN'T LAUGH AT 

OURSELVES, WHAT IS THE POINT? LIM MAKES

US LAUGH AT HIS OWN EXPENSE, SO WE CAN

UNDERSTAND AND EMPATHISE. 
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MORGAN CHUA

MORGAN CHUA (蔡兴顺, 1949-2018) WAS A

SINGAPORE POLITICAL CARTOONIST PAR

EXCELLENCE, A SUCCESSOR TO THE SHARP 

PENMANSHIP OF AN EARLIER CARTOONING 

PIONEER, TAN HUAY PENG. MORGAN MADE HIS 

NAME AT THE SINGAPORE HERALD IN THE EARLY

1970S BEFORE MOVING TO HONG KONG TO

TAKE UP THE CHIEF ARTIST ROLE AT THE

FAR EASTERN ECONOMIC REVIEW. HE RETURNED

TO SINGAPORE IN THE LATE 1990S AND

PASSED AWAY IN 2018. 
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DAI YIN LANG

DAI YIN LANG (戴隐郎 1907-1985) WAS BORN IN 

KUALA LUMPUR, MALAYA, EDUCATED IN CHINA

AND GRADUATED FROM THE FACULTY OF

WESTERN ART IN THE SHANGHAI ACADEMY

OF ART. A KNOWN ACTIVIST AND COMMUNIST,

HE WAS INFLUENTIAL IN THE DEVELOPMENT

OF CARTOONING IN SINGAPORE, PROVIDING 

BALLAST TO THE THEORETICAL ASPECTS OF

THE MEDIUM IN THE MANY ARTICLES HE

WROTE BEFORE THE SECOND WORLD WAR.

HE PASSED AWAY IN 1985.
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KWAN SHAN MEI

KWAN SHAN MEI (关山美, 1922-2012) WAS ONE

OF THE FEW FEMALE ILLUSTRATORS AND

CARTOONISTS WORKING IN SINGAPORE IN THE 

1970S AND 1980S.  BORN IN HARBIN, CHINA AND 

WORKING IN HONG KONG IN THE 1950S,

SHE SETTLED IN SINGAPORE IN THE 1960S

DRAWING MANY OF THE TEXTBOOKS OF OUR 

CHILDHOOD. SHE TAUGHT AT THE NANYANG

ACADEMY OF FINE ARTS AND PASSED AWAY

IN 2012.
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(Clockwise from top left) Shamsuddin 
H. Akib, Liu Kang, Koeh Sia Yong, Tchang 
Ju Chi, Morgan Chua, Kwan Shan Mei, 
Dai Yin Lang and Lim Mu Hue, drawn 
by Koh Hong Teng. Images reproduced 
from Lim Cheng Tju, Drawn to Satire: 
Sketches of Cartoonists in Singapore 
(Singapore: Pause Narratives, 2023). 
(From National Library, Singapore, call 
no. RSING 741.595957 LIM).

Drawn to Satire: 
Sketches of Cartoonists 
in  S ingapore  by 
Lim Cheng Tju and 
published by Pause 
Narratives in 2023. 
(From National Library, 
Singapore, call no. 
RSING 741.595957 
LIM).
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Many of the early cartoonists were ideologically motivated and 
their drawings aimed to bring about social and political change.  
By CT Lim 



Singapore and its unknown links with the country's 
art history. Some people may know of artists like Liu 
Kang, Lim Mu Hue and Koeh Sia Yong, but not many 
know that they also drew cartoons. 

Of the eight cartoonists featured, I am personally 
familiar with four of them: Lim Mu Hue, Morgan 
Chua, Koeh Sia Yong and Sham. (I also met Liu Kang 
when I interviewed him.) 

I first met Koeh when I interviewed him for 
my honours thesis in the mid-1990s, and I have 
enjoyed interacting with him over the years. In 
fact, I introduced him to Liew when the latter was 

researching his book, The Art of Charlie 
Chan Hock Chye. Maybe Charlie Chan 
was modelled after Koeh. 

As for Shamsuddin, I discovered 
his 1970s cartoons in my archival 
search of old microfilms of the Straits 
Times for my honours thesis. Later 
on, I got to know his daughter, Dahlia 
Shamsuddin, a librarian with the 
National Library Board and fellow 
member of the Singapore Heritage 
Society. She said her father was very 
proud that his cartoons were analysed 
so thoroughly in an academic article as 
he was just drawing the cartoons and 
did not think much about the meanings 
behind them.5 I finally met Sham a few 
years ago, and he was a charmer.

 I got to know Chua in 1999 when 
I did a small exhibition on political 
cartoons in Singapore featuring his 
works and those of Tan Huay Peng at the 
courtyard of the old National Library on 

Stamford Road. I gave a talk on that occasion and when 
Chua heard about it, he turned up. We went for coffee 
after that and became good friends, meeting many 
times over the years at the coffeeshop near the bus stop 
in front of the library. His standard order was chicken 
rice and kopi-o kosong (black coffee without sugar). 

Another artist I had the honour to meet was Lim 
Mu Hue. From 2006, we would meet at the National 
Library at its new location on Victoria Street. We often 
dined at the cafe in the plaza outside the library as we 
were preparing for “Imprints of the Past: Remembering 
the 1966 Woodcut Show” held at the library.6 Lim 
was quite a character and I enjoyed talking to him 

and visiting him at his home. 
When I showed the story about 
Lim to his daughter Sharon, she 
was tickled that we managed 
to capture his eccentric spirit.7

For the stories of both 
cartoonists (and others in the 
book), we adopted an approach 
of creative non-fiction. Most 
artists (and, indeed, most of 
us) lead similar lives – we are 
born, grow up, go to school, get 
married, have kids, grow old 
and die. My challenge was to 
find an entry point into their 
world, a particular incident that we can amplify to 
capture their spirit, their raison d'etre. We took some 
liberties; some things in the book might have happened, 
some might not have. But our aim was to tell a good 
story and hopefully get readers to circle back to the 
original cartoons and stories. 

Cartooning in Singapore

Singapore’s early newspapers were the first to include 
cartoons. The Straits Times, for example, featured 
entertainment news, local gossip and news from the 
metropolitan centre, as well as cartoons reprinted from 
London periodicals. In addition to newspapers, there 
were also interesting experiments like Straits Produce, 
a satirical magazine that was first published in 1868. 
Modelled after Britain’s leading humour magazine 
Punch, Straits Produce carried cartoons, caricatures, 
short stories, poems and humorous essays.8

Vernacular newspapers began rolling off the 
presses in the second half of the 19th century in 
Singapore, but the first local Chinese and Malay 
cartoons only appeared in the early 20th century. 
(We could not find any cartoons in Tamil newspapers 
during this period.) 

Back then, the Chinese newspapers were mainly 
concerned about events in China such as the anti-
Qing movement, the activities of Sun Yat Sen, the 
1911 Revolution, the 21 Demands on China, the May 
4th Movement, the Shanghai White Terror Massacre 
and the Japanese incursions into China. The Chinese 
community in Singapore was more interested in what 
was happening in China than in Singapore. As such, 
the cartoons published in the Chinese press during 
this period tended to focus on events in China and 
were very political. 

The cartoons that appeared in Malay newspapers 
were more social in nature and outlook. The Malay 
press saw its role as educating the masses, rallying 
the intelligentsia and being a catalyst for social 
change. Cartoons were part of the arsenal for raising 
the consciousness of the Malays, but one which was 
leavened with humour. 

We are not saying that the eight people 
featured here are the very first cartoonists in 
Singapore or that they pioneered some kind 
of new cartooning technique. But they were 
among the early few to venture into this field 
or vocation, and they led interesting lives. 

Cartoon Pioneers

In this day and age, we have to be careful with the 
words we use. Terms like “pioneer” are loaded and can 
be contentious, just like terms like “Nanyang artists” 
and “founding fathers” (some people might ask, You 
mean there are no founding mothers?). In this case, we 
are using the term “pioneer cartoonists” loosely to refer 
to someone who was drawing cartoons from the early 
20th century up to the postwar and independence years.

We are not saying that the eight people featured 
here are the very first cartoonists in Singapore or that 
they pioneered some kind of new cartooning technique. 
But they were among the early few to venture into this 
field or vocation, and they led interesting lives. Like all 
lists, it is subjective and there are others we may have 
inadvertently left out (or some would say neglected). We 
welcome all feedback and we are open to being corrected. 

(Above) 金钱崖坠下
的市民 (Ordinary Folk 
Suffering Under the 
Weight of Monetary 
Woes) by Tchang Ju Chi 
as published in Yehui, 
20 December 1930. 
Image reproduced 
f r o m Ye o  M a n g 
Thong, Migration, 
T r a n s m i s s i o n , 
Localisation: Visual 
Art in Singapore (1886–
1945) (Singapore: 
N ati o na l  G a l l er y 
Singapore, 2019), 216. 
(From National Library, 
Singapore, call no. 
RSING 709. 5957 YAO). 

(R i ght)  Liu Kang 
captured the brutalities 
committed by the 
Japanese against the 
people of Singapore 
during the Japanese 
Occupation. One of 
the torture methods 
was to tie the victim 
to a chair and then 
poke sharp pencils 
into the victim’s ears, 
one pencil in each ear. 
Image reproduced 
from Liu Kang, Chop 
Suey, vol. 1 (Singapore: 
Printed at Ngai Seong 
Press, 1946). (From 
National L ibrar y, 
Singapore, call no. 
RCLOS 959.5106 CHO-
LK]). 

带着光明来 (Arriving With Light) by 
Dai Yin Lang was published in Nanyang 
Siang Pau supplement, Wenman Jie (The 
World of Literature and Cartoons), 8 
November 1936. Image reproduced 
from Yeo Mang Thong, Migration, 
Transmission, Localisation: Visual Art 
in Singapore (1886–1945) (Singapore: 
National Gallery Singapore, 2019), 177. 
From National Library, Singapore, call 
no. RSING 709. 5957 YAO).
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Liu Kang (1911–2004) 
Liu Kang was one of the pioneers of art in Singapore. 
While well known as a painter, he also produced 
Chop Suey (1946), a series of comic books illustrating 
the atrocities committed by the Japanese against the 
people of Singapore during the Occupation years.9 

Although Liu never drew cartoons after that, Chop 
Suey remains an important work in the history of 
cartoons in Singapore.

Kwan Shan Mei (1922–2012) 
Born in Harbin, China, Kwan Shan Mei was one of 
the few female illustrators and cartoonists active in 
Singapore from the 1960s to 1980s. Her real name 
was Wong Fang Yan but she used Kwan Shan Mei as 
her pen name. She worked in Hong Kong in the 1950s 
before relocating to Singapore in the 1960s, drawing 
many of the textbooks of our childhood, such as the 
24 readers published by the Ministry of Education 
as part of the Primary Pilot Project. Kwan taught 
at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) in 
Singapore in the 1990s before moving to Vancouver, 
Canada, in 1999. 

Like Sham, Kwan’s style is gentler and “prettier” 
in terms of aesthetics, which was suited for the nation-
building era of the late 1960s and 1970s when applied 
arts like graphic design and illustration were important 
in helping to develop the economy of Singapore. Her 
non-confrontational style ensured her a steady stream 
of jobs from the Educational Publications Bureau 
(established by the Ministry of Education in 1967 to 
produce affordable textbooks) in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Shamsuddin H. Akib (1933–2024)   

Shamsuddin H. Akib may not be part of the golden 
age of Malay comics in the 1950s, but his contribu-
tions in the fields of advertising, illustrations and 
cartooning are memorable. Like Tchang Ju Chi and 
Koeh Sia Yong, he straddled the worlds of graphic 
design, commercials and cartoons. 

In 1962, while working as a commercial artist at 
Papineau Advertising, Sham submitted a mural titled 
“Cultural Dances of Malaysia” for a competition in 
which five winning designs would be selected for the 
new passenger terminal building at Paya Lebar Airport. 
Sham’s mural was one of the chosen designs and it was 
installed on the ground floor of the airport above a row 
of phone booths. The mural is no longer intact today.10 

Like Koeh, Sham drew cartoons for newspapers 
in the 1970s, focusing on local events (sports, 
elections). Instead of caricaturing politicians, Sham’s 
cartoons took a light-hearted look at policies and 
everyday living. 

Lim Mu Hue (1936–2008) 
Lim Mu Hue has been described as the eccentric 
artist of the Singapore art scene in the 1970s. He once 
published a blank book titled 无字天书 (“Wordless 
Book”). But beneath the gruff exterior of a stubborn 
old man who loved his drinks and cigarettes lay a 
critical mind and generous spirit. 

Lim can be considered a pioneer of conceptual 
art in Singapore. For one of his exhibitions in the 
1970s, he took down all the works on the last day and 
visitors entered an empty gallery. But he was there to 
sign on the shirts of guests, and they became part of 
the artwork.

Lim’s innovative approaches extended to the 
cartoons he drew in the 1970s: his protagonist (who is 
the artist himself) breaks the fourth wall constantly and 
makes fun of himself. He makes us laugh at his own 
expense, so we can learn, understand and empathise. 

Koeh Sia Yong (b. 1938) 

Koeh Sia Yong can be considered a second-generation 
artist in Singapore, but such labels are not useful as an 
individual is much more than the sum of the categories 
that museums, galleries, curators and critics choose 
to use on artists. Koeh is also a cartoonist, a woodcut 
artist and a believer of socialism in his younger days 
(and maybe now). He continues to draw cartoons 
today using his iPad. 

Unlike his social realist works (woodcuts, 
paintings) in the 1950s and 1960s when he was a 
member and later the last president of the Equator 
Art Society, Koeh’s cartoons for Chinese newspapers 
in the 1970s focused on foreign politics rather than 
local events. This illustrates the difficulty of drawing 
political cartoons in that decade when maintaining 
national consensus in the mass media was required 
of writers and artists. 

Morgan Chua (1949–2018) 
Morgan Chua was a Singaporean political cartoonist 
par excellence. A successor to the sharp penmanship 
of an earlier cartooning pioneer, Tan Huay Peng, Chua 
made his name at the Singapore Herald in the early 
1970s before moving to Hong Kong to eventually 
take up the role of chief artist at the Far Eastern 
Economic Review. He returned to Singapore in the 
late 1990s and spent his last days here.

Chua was, and probably still is, the best political 
caricaturist we’ve had. His caricatures of world leaders 
graced many a cover of the Far Eastern Economic 
Review, capturing the attention of readers in a busy 
newsstand and boosting sales. From Hong Kong, 
Chua drew cartoons about Singapore leaders from 
time to time. It is unfortunate that with his departure 
from Singapore in the 1970s, the tradition of political 
caricaturing was severed in Singapore, so much so 
that in the 1990s, the Straits Times had to employ 
cartoonists from the Philippines.11 While we have 
political cartoons and comics today (especially on 
social media), we have never recovered the art of 
caricature drawing among our local cartoonists. 

Tchang Ju Chi (1904–42) 
Tchang Ju Chi was a pioneer artist in prewar Singapore. 
He was born in Chao’an, Guangdong province, and 
settled in Singapore in 1927 where he taught art in 
Yeung Cheng and Tuan Mong schools. As an editor 
of Xing Huang, the weekly pictorial supplement of Sin 
Chew Jit Poh, he drew many cartoons for the news-
paper. He also used cartoons in his advertising work. 

Tchang drew many cartoons about local life in 
early 1930s Singapore. This was significant because 
other writers and artists who arrived in Singapore 
from China still focused on China in their literary and 
artistic works , whereas Tchang focused on the sights 
and flavours of the Nanyang. However, this changed 
when the 1937 Sino-Japanese War broke out, and the 
cartoons by Tchang and Dai Yin Lang became more 
about the war situation in China. Tchang was killed in 
1942 during the Sook Ching operation in Singapore.

Dai Yin Lang (1907–85) 
Born in Kuala Lumpur, Dai Yin Lang was educated 
in China and graduated from the Faculty of Western 
Art at the Shanghai Academy of Art. An activist and a 
communist, Dai was influential in the development of 
cartooning in Singapore, drawing not only cartoons but 
also writing many articles before World War II about 
the form and function of cartoons. He was deported 
to China by the British in 1939 for his anti-colonial 
views. Like many others, he suffered at the hands of 
the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution.

Like Tchang, Dai drew about the lived experiences 
of the people in 1930s Singapore. Typical of the 
cartoons of the day, both 
men’s cartoons had very 
few words as the literacy 
level was low in Singapore 
then. This is in contrast 
to the cartoons we see 
in the newspapers today 
which depend on captions, 
dialogue and wordplay. 
This meant the cartooning 
skills of Dai and Tchang 
had to be precise, without 
the use of words: 一针见

血 (“to hit the nail on the 
head”). This is no easy 
task – then and even now. 

“Sham’s Election Smile” by 
Shamsuddin H. Akib comprises 
cartoons reflecting the funny 
side of the 1979 by-election 
campaign. Source: The Straits 
Times, 6 February 1979 © SPH 
Media Limited. Permission 
required for reproduction. 

这下包中 (1958) by 
Lim Mu Hue. Images 
reproduced from Lin 
Mu Hua, 林木化正华
画集 (新加坡: 林木化, 
1990). (From National 
Library, Singapore, call 
no. RDTSH 759.95957 
LMH). 
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Common Threads
When we look at these artists, we can see that they 
share some commonalities. The cartoons of Tchang 
Ju Chi, Dai Yin Lang and Liu Kang focused on 
the Sino-Japanese War in China and the Japanese 
Occupation of Singapore. These pioneers drew their 
cartoons before or immediately after World War II.

Lim Mu Hue, Koeh Sia Yong and Kwan Shan 
Mei were either students and/or teachers at NAFA. 
In the case of Kwan, she taught Koh Hong Teng, the 
artist of Drawn to Satire, in the early 1990s. Since its 
inception, NAFA has produced many cartoonists, 
including Koh and Sean Lam, a Singaporean artist 
known for his two-part graphic novel adaptation 
of New York Times bestselling author Larry Niven's 
sci-fi novel, Ringworld. Interestingly, the remaining 
two cartoonists, Shamsuddin H. Akib and Morgan 
Chua, had either studied at NAFA for a short while 
or had wanted to study there. Both Kwan and Chua 
worked in Hong Kong but at different times. 

What other observations can we make from 
their life stories? 

Cartooning was not a common profession back 
in the 1930s. That remains true today, although the 
situation is a little better now; currently art schools 
like NAFA even provide classes in cartooning. The 
eight cartoonists worked for newspapers, magazines 
and other periodicals. 

Singapore did not have a dedicated cartoon 
magazine or comic books until the late 1970s and 
1980s, though there were a few standalone issues now 
and then. This had to do with the state of Singapore’s 
economy in the postwar decades. When there was no 
spare pocket money for youths to spend, no publishers 
would publish comic books. As a result, cartoons only 
appeared in newspapers and magazines. 
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It was only when people became more affluent that 
comic books emerged, such as Roger Wong’s The Valiant 
Pluto-man of Singapore in 1983.12 None of the eight 
cartoonists worked under such favourable conditions 
though; they had to contend with the constraints and 
limitations of the newspaper and magazine format.13

We can also note that while contemporary 
cartoonists and comic artists aim to provide 
entertainment for young readers, the cartoonists 
of earlier generations could be classified as cultural 
workers. Cartoonists working for the press and 
magazines did not just draw cartoons; they were also 
journalists, artists and intellectuals.

Some of the pioneer cartoonists wanted to change 
the world, to bring about social and political change, 
and to make the world a better place. Some drew 
cartoons to fight against Japanese aggression in the 
1930s, while others used their cartoons to promote anti-
colonialism. Some like Tchang lost their lives because 
of their work. They were more idealistic than we are. 

Given the Chinese majority in Singapore, it 
is not surprising that most of the early cartoonists 
were Chinese. As a result of prevailing social norms, 
few women became artists, much less be engaged in 
cartooning. Kwan was an exception, although she was 
an artist first in Hong Kong before moving to Singapore 
in the 1960s when she was already in her early 40s. 

The 1950s can be termed as the golden age of 
Malay comics and cartoons, and there are many more 
Malay cartoonists that could have been featured.14 We 
only included one Malay cartoonist, Sham, in Drawn 
to Satire. Other researchers can and should continue 
what we have started. Today there are more women 
artists drawing comics and cartoons because of the 
popularity of manga and anime and the advent of 
art schools.15 We also have more Malay and Indian 
comic creators. 

Finally, when all is said and done, being a 
cartoonist is still hard. It was true in the past and it is 

still true today. As I wrote in the final pages of Drawn 
to Satire: “Artists and their cartoons are products of 
their times. Seeing their works, we learn about their 
lives and struggles. Their many stories and experiences 
add graphic shades to the story of our past. Their 
collective stories embodied the history and heritage 
of cartooning in Singapore. It is not just one story but 
many different stories and experiences. Cartoonists 
are not winners. They are only human.”16 

Cartoonists are drawn to satire. Long may 
they run. 

A cartoon about increasing oil prices by Koeh Sia Yong, 1979– 80. Image reproduced from 
Koh Sia Yong, A Mirror of Our Times 1979–19 80: A Story in Cartoon (Singapore: K.S. Yong, 
1995). (From National Library, Singapore, call no. RSING 741.595957 KOH).

Morgan Chua’s illustration 
of Operation Snip Snip, 
which was launched 
in Januar y 1972 to 
ban long hair on men. 
Image reproduced from 
Morgan Chua, Singapore: 
Sketches by Morgan Chua 
(Singapore: Marshall 
Cavendish Editions, 2008), 
76. (From National Library, 
Singapore, call no. RSING 
959.57 CHU).

Bala on the Moon was part of a set of 24 readers published by 
the Ministry of Education for the Primary Pilot Project in the 
early 1970s. The illustrations were provided by Kwan Shan Mei. 
Image reproduced from Bala on the Moon (Singapore: Educational 
Publications Bureau, 1974). (From PublicationSG). 
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