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It is quiet on the wood-panelled concourse of Singapore’s 
new architecturally stunning National Gallery on a rainy 
Friday evening. In one of the basement exhibition rooms, 
an older gentleman with a slight frame, closely-cropped 

salt and pepper hair and wire-rim glasses is patiently explaining the 
difference between tones, tints and shades to a group of students. 

He draws their attention to seven white cloth panels stained 
with red clay and black ink cutting through the middle of the 
room. Behind him on the wall is a photograph from 1979 of the 
installation’s creator posing in the building site that inspired the 
work. Thirty-seven years on, his long shaggy hair and moustache are 
gone but the artist’s likeness is unmistakable. 

Tang Da Wu tells the students that when he returned to Singapore 
in 1979 after ten years abroad, he was surprised at the pace at which 
wild tracts of jungle were morphing into high rises. He wanted to 
document the change he was seeing through his art. “Art cannot be 
made; it already exists. What artists do is recognize it, seize it and 

bring it to a public place,” Tang explains in a calm, even voice. 
For almost two months, Tang left large rectangles of cloth 

suspended in a muddy chasm, allowing the wind and clay to leave 
their mark as monsoons eroded the naked land. The result is believed 
WR�EH�WKH�ÀUVW�H[DPSOH�RI�ODQG�DUW�SURGXFHG�E\�DQ�DUWLVW�LQ�6LQJDSRUH��
“The curtains recorded a phenomenon that was happening – it’s 
easier to show people this way than to bring everyone to the gully. I 
couldn’t bring you there anymore anyway,” Tang concludes with a 
shrug. 

1RWDEO\��ZKHQ�¶*XOO\�&XUWDLQV·�ZDV�ÀUVW�VKDUHG�ZLWK�WKH�SXEOLF�
in 1980, not everyone agreed that it was ‘art’. The exhibit at 
Singapore’s National Museum Art Gallery, a predecessor to the 
Singapore Art Museum and the new National Gallery, was taken 
down after just three days. National Gallery curator Charmaine Toh 
H[SODLQV��´7KH�PXVHXP�GLUHFWRU�DW�WKH�WLPH�GLG�QRW�ÀQG�WKH�ZRUNV�
suitable for display. This shows a kind of tension, a struggle between 
the curator and the institution.”

Artistic Evolution
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Previous Page Gully Curtains’ 
on display as part of ‘Earth 
Work 1979’ at National Gallery 
Singapore Clockwise from 
top left, Gallery owner Audrey 
Yeo; Artist Xue Mu’s exhibition 
at Yeo Workshop; Artist Tang 
'D�:X�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG��0RUH�
works by Xue Mu on display 
at Yeo Workshop Opposite 
Page Former Supreme Court 
Rooftop Terrace at the 
National Gallery Singapore
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Tang Da Wu’s ‘Earth Work 
1979’ at National Gallery 
Singapore


