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Come end 2006, the Singapore History Museum (SHM) will re-
open as the National Museum of Singapore at its 119-year-old 

home along Stamford Road. Along with the rejuvenation of the old 
museum into a new cultural destination for Singaporeans, the way 
history is being presented and displayed will also undergo an extreme 
make-over. Besides the core Singapore History Gallery, there will be 
a suite of four galleries collectively known as the Singapore Living 
Galleries that will interpret social history through the four mediums 
close to the hearts of Singaporeans — Food, Fashion, Film (Wayang) 
and Photography. Each gallery will present a different aspect of 
Singapore’s social history. Food will look at the Singapore Community; 
Fashion will examine the Singapore Identity; Film (Wayang) will 
explore the Singapore Dream; and Photography will showcase the 
Singapore Family. is paper focuses on the Photography Gallery 
and examines the conceptualisation of the methodology of displaying 
Singapore family history through the medium of photography.

e history of the family in Singapore, unlike that of other 
nations, is relatively short. e majority of the original population 
were migrant workers from China and India with no means or 
intentions of starting their own families. One’s family was likely in 
the homeland and community living substituted family life. Most 
immigrants then had yet to identify with the place we call Singapore 
today. ey did not find a sense of belonging and attachment to the 
British colony. Many did not see Singapore as their home, but as a 
transient locale of opportunity to get rich. Women came in significant 
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numbers only in the 1930s resulting in the post-war baby boom of 
the 1950s. Romantic love did exist but arranged marriage was the 
norm of the day. Polygamy was widespread among the various ethnic 
groups (especially the Chinese community) but was prohibited for 
non-Muslim marriages after the implementation of the Women’s 
Charter in 1961.1 Rapid growth led to government initiatives to 
reduce the population in the 1960s. By the 1980s, these measures 
were so effective, the government called for wealthier, educated 
families to create bigger families. e definition of the “perfect” 
or “ideal” family, for Singapore’s three dominant communities 
— Chinese, Malay and Indian — is based on traditional community 
arrangements, and includes children and extended family, living in 
material comfort. However, this definition and its manifestation 
have undergone major transformations over the past 100 years as the 
island colony underwent drastic socio-political changes to become 
an island nation. 

One would ask why the theme of family history is paired up 
with photography and not with another medium? Besides the fact 
that SHM poses a strong collection of social documentary photos, 
photography2 has been used by many as an effective tool for social 
research since its creation in 1839. Social photographers like 
Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans whose work for the Farm Securities 
Administration documenting effects of the Great Depression on 
rural families in the United States during the 1930s had a long lasting 
effect and impact on viewers, even  till today. us, the camera 
is a powerful tool for documenting social research. Its end result 
— the documentary photograph — can be used to communicate the 
findings by the social researcher to others. However, a documentary 
photograph, no matter how beautiful or thought-provoking, cannot 
stand as an image alone. To be accepted as a meaningful document, 
the photography must itself be first documented by being placed in 
a specific time and space setting. In an exhibition format, this can be 
done effectively by attaching a description or narrative to the image 
in order to breathe life into the static photographic image and make 
the unfamiliar familiar to the viewer.3 

From the early days, photography is used to record family 
milestones, for the pleasure of the living family members as well as 
for the future delight of those yet to be born. e camera becomes the 
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Fig. 1

official family recorder, a silent witness to every important life stage, 
from birth to death. Photography’s social functions are integrally tied 
to the “ideology of the modern family” and the medium allows for the 
sustenance an “imaginary cohesion”.4 e social function of family 
photographs is to record actual moments in family history but it 
also serves to perpetuate familial myths by virtue of the composition 
and form of the photo. Between the viewer and the recorded image 
exists certain dominant mythologies and preconceptions that shape 
the thoughts of the viewer. e photograph, as an object, resides in 
a space of contradiction between familial myth and the reality of 
the photographed family as it can easily show us what we wish the 
family to be, though this may not usually be the case.5 e image 
on the photographic paper, thus, is more than what it seems on its 
surface. Take for instance, the studio portrait of Tan Jiak Kim and 
family (Figure 1). From the photograph, we see the image of perhaps 
what we would call a nuclear family today —  father, mother and two 
children. We would not have imagined that Tan’s family is actually a 
step-family. e woman in the photo is his third wife, Ang Geok Lan 
and the children are borne by Tan’s second wife who coincidentally 
was the elder sister of Geok Lan. We would have thought that the 
phenomenon of step families is a recent one. No one would have 
thought that such a family arrangement could actually exist in 1914 
Singapore. Without a narrative to support the image, the photograph 
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would lose an important layer of information pertinent to better 
understanding of the social history behind the image.                

A series of photographs, if set in a specific context, have a greater 
impact and provide more than just visual enjoyment to the visitor. 
e Photography Gallery employs a variety of exhibition formats to 
give the visitor a more holistic view on the social theme presented. 
e gallery is split into a Front Room and a Back Room (Figure 2).6 In 
the Front Room, the visitor will encounter eight large-format prints 
reproduced from original photographs or negatives when they first 
enter  the gallery (Figure 3). ese images of studio-type portraits 
will each relate to eight different sub-themes on the Singapore Family 
over time. e sub-themes identified so far include: the Fictive 
Family/Quasi-kinship; Inter-racial Union; Arranged Marriage within 
ethnic community; Step-Family; Surrogate Mothers; Marrying 
Locally; Adoption within inter-ethnic setting and Polygamy. e first 
image that greets the visitor is that of the Sultana Kadhija (Figure 4), 
the Turkish wife of Sultan Ibrahim of Johore, taken at the GR Lambert 
Studio7 in Singapore before her demise in 1904. Her photograph 
serves as an entry-point into examining the phenomenon of inter-
racial unions. e next image is also a photographic print taken at 
the Lambert Studio and features a pair of Japanese women (Figure 5), 
thought to be prostitutes during the late colonial period to illustrate 
the quasi-kinship familial relationships encountered by strangers 
thrust into a strange land. e issue of arranged marriage within an 
ethnic community is investigated through an albumen print of the 

Fig. 2
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Fig. 3

Fig. 4
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Fig. 5

Fig. 6
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wedding between Mackertich Hacobian and Ripsy Martin in 1914 
(Figure 6) donated by the Armenian Church to the museum. 

An interesting glass negative (Figure 7) which was uncovered 
recently, features a Chinese amah (domestic servant) with her 
surrogate European charges as the main subject matter of the 
image, with a European woman, presumably the mother of the 
girls being nearly cut out of the image altogether. Juxtaposing this 
story focusing on the preciousness of children in early Singapore is 
the story of Chinese girls given away to Malay and Indian families 
in 1950s Singapore that forms an important counter-point in the 
whole historical narrative of the development of the Singapore 
Family. Equally important is the turning point of the 1930s whereby 
immigrant population started settling down (not always by personal 
choice) and getting married locally. is will be told through the 
wedding photo (Figure 8), taken in 7 June 1936, of Lin Boon Teck and 
Gan Mei Lian in front of the United Chinese Library8 along Armenian 
Street. Polygamy was prevalent in Singapore pre-1961 before the 
enactment of the Women’s Charter. An unidentified photograph 
(Figure 9) in the museum’s collection provides an opportunity to use 
analytical skills to decipher the relationships between the subjects 
through their physiognomy, photo composition and fashion. An 
interactive touch-screen behind each image will provide the visitor 
with sufficient information to reconstruct the “untold” social history 
behind each image (Figure 10). ese eight images could be read as 
a progression on how socio-political changes affect the development 
and make-up of the family in Singapore. At this point in time, eight 
photographic images have been identified mainly from the museum’s 
photograph collections and they are being researched upon. Certain 
of these images have sufficient textual information while others 
suffer from having close to no information at all. However, they 
have all been chosen due to the fact that they provide interesting 
entry-points into how family is defined and conceived in Singapore 
throughout time.          

After passing through the eight stories, the visitor will next 
encounter a promenade wall connecting the front and back rooms 
with a collage of reproduced images from the museum collection 
(Figure 11). e front promenade will show images of families 
in more relaxed situations as a counter-point to the more formal 
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Fig. 10

Fig. 9
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Fig. 11

poses of the eight large format images. e back promenade, on the 
other hand, will showcase a series of family studio portraits to tie-in 
with the blue-screen activity whereby visitors can digitally recreate 
personalised studio portraits of yesteryear. Visitors will also get a 
chance to view actual photography related artifacts whilst being 
immersed in a familial living-room like setting (Figure 12). Artefacts 
that a visitor will get to see in the Back Room include the earliest 
photographic image on plate of Singapore in the daguerreotype 
format, carte-de-visites from the 1870s, cabinet portraits from the 
1900s, pre-war family portraits as well as an old post-war wooden 

Fig. 12
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studio camera that was used to take family portraits for more than 30 
years (Figure 13).

It is no longer sufficient to just hang photographs on walls with 
accompanying wall text. Just as photography has always been about 
pushing technical boundaries, modern technology is employed in 
the gallery space to enhance visitor experience. e touch-screens 
behind each printed image in the Front Room not only provide several 
layers of information to visitors with different tastes and interests, it 
can also potentially provide multiple language translations to cater 
to a larger group of visitors (including tourists) to learn about family 
history in Singapore. e blue-screen activity (Figure 14) planned 
in the Back Room of the gallery provides a more interactive and 
creative platform for visitors to undergo an experiential journey into 
the world of studio photography. It will not be a solely click and shoot 
affair. Visitors will be encouraged to select various props inspired 
from historical studio portraits in the museum collection and use 
them as accessories to create their own version of studio portraiture 
while experiencing and experimenting on how old studio portraits 
were made. 

Images of personal familial life lose much of their power once 
they lose their identity. Many of the photographs chosen for the 
gallery are long forgotten visual recordings of familial life of a 
past Singapore. ese faded photographs once marked important 
moments in a family’s history, and stood as significant milestones 
for the family concerned. Family portraits or albums may be seen 
as a collection of old photos that brings back past memories, but 
it is more than that.  Family photographs form part of the material 
culture with which we make sense of our wider world and not just 
our individual past histories. Family history and the development 
of the society are not always expressed so clearly in photographs. 
Photography operates at the junction between personal memory 
and social history and it requires an engaging narrative to act as the 
key to unlock the intricacies and complex nature of the “true” family 
behind the image.
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NOTES

1.  Selina Ching Chan, “From Dispersed to Localised: Family in Singapore 1819–
1965”, in Past Times: A Social History of Singapore, ed. Chan Kwok Bun and 
Tong Chee Kiong (Singapore: Times Edition, 2003), pp. 63–64.

2.  Photography in this case means the ability to capture an image permanently. 
Many take the invention of the daguerreotype by Louis Daguerre in 1839 
as the date that photography was born even though the process of making 
camera pictures have been on-going since the late Renaissance with the use 
of  the camera obscura by Renaissance artists. 

3.  Heinz K Henisch and Bridget A. Henisch, e Photographic Experience 
1839–1914 Images and Attitudes (Pennsylvania: Penn State University, 1994), 
pp. 165–96.

4.  Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames: Photography Narrative and Postmemory 
(Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1997), p. 7.

5.  Ibid., p. 8.
6.  Figures 2 & 3, 10–12 and 14 are schematic drawings done by GSM Design, 

design consultants for the permanent exhibitions at the National Museum. 
ey do not represent the final look of the gallery and should be used as a 
visual guide for the reader to understand how the exhibition concept tie-in 
with design.

7.  One of the most influential photographic studios in Malaya during 1860s–
1910s who amassed an extensive collection of photographs of British 
Malaya. 

8.  United Chinese Library (or Tong Teck Book and Newspaper Association) 
was founded by Dr Sun Yat Sen in 1907 as an important cultural centre in 
pre-war Singapore.
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