
Dear Readers, 

Welcome to the refreshed Culture Bytes, our quarterly newsletter which we 
hope will be the one-stop publication for all your research needs. 

The new Culture Bytes incorporates previous research newsletters from the 
National Arts Council (NAC) and National Heritage Board (NHB), and features 
content in five categories:
• Research brings you the latest reports and findings from our projects
• Interviews features exclusive content from movers and shakers in the 
 Arts and Culture and related fields
•  Review shares our favourite books and research pieces
•  Resources provides a selection of useful materials
•  Events & Happenings keeps you abreast of exciting local offerings.

In this issue, we spotlight Singapore's Intangible Cultural Heritage, following 
our first-ever inscription of hawker culture on the UNESCO Representative 
List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. This proud
moment for all Singaporeans is a national milestone, testament to the 
importance of collectively safeguarding and celebrating our shared heritage.

We hope you will enjoy this new newsletter as much as we did putting it 
together.

From all of us at Culture Academy Singapore

Report

Singapore's Food Culture 
and Heritage

A landmark two-year study on a series of Singapore dishes has yielded fascinating 
insights on Singapore's food culture. The wealth of research captures the intersections
between food culture, society and history, which suggests that tangible and intangible 
notions of heritage can and have reinforced each other.

Principal investigator Dr Geoffrey K. Pakiam, and his co-investigators, Mr Michael Yeo 
Chai Ming and Dr Loh Kah Seng, took a long duree approach to capture the journey of
seven dishes - fish-head curry, ice kachang, laksa, biryani, milo dinosaur, sweet potato 
lemak, and betel quid - from the 14th century till today.

Their work, collectively known as Culinary Biographies: Charting Singapore's History 
through Cooking and Consumption, documents the deep cross-sectional view of
Singapore's food culture and heritage.
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This study seeks to understand the behaviour and sentiments of Singaporeans 
towards online arts consumption during the pandemic. This will inform possible

opportunities for the arts community to engage with Singaporeans in the new normal.
This ongoing study comprises three full surveys from August 2020 to February 2021.

Landmark two-year study on Singapore's intangible food 
culture across 700 years. 

The Stewards of Intangible Cultural Heritage Awards is conferred by NHB to 
recognise outstanding practitioners of intangible cultural heritage.

The inaugural recipients of the award in 2020 are: Michael Ker, Sri Warisan Som Said 
Performing Arts Ltd, Thow Kwang Industry Pte Ltd, G.T. Lye, Nam Hwa Opera Ltd, 

and Apsaras Arts Ltd.

We interviewed the recipients to get the inside story 
behind their remarkable achievements.

AWARD WINNER
Mr Michael Ker
Owner of Kway Guan Huat Joo Chiat Popiah

Mr Michael Ker tells us about the importance of family, 
tradition, technology, and Singapore’s hawker culture.

“Making popiah skins is both an art and a 
science. When I practise my craft, I aim 
to understand more about its intricacies. 
Therefore I push my ability to see if I am 
able to produce gluten-free popiah 
skins, wholemeal popiah skins, etc.”
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AWARD WINNER
Sri Warisan Som Said Performance Arts

Mr Adel Ahmad, managing director of Sri Warisan Som 
Said Performance Arts, shares his experience innovating, 
reviving and collaborating across different styles and 
traditions. 

“We realised that youth don’t really 
know the superheroes of the old 
legends, and so we added Superman and 
The Avengers. By using contemporary 
and familiar culture, we pull the 
audience back into traditional artforms.”

Stewards of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage 

Awards

I N T E R V I E W S

DR LAI CHEE KIEN 

1920s-1930s: Early Hawkers in 
Singapore 

Youth in Singapore may be surprised that hawkers had once 
operated on the streets, before they moved into  dedicated hawker 
centres.

Through his book 1920s-1930s: Early Hawkers in Singapore, 
architectural and urban historian Dr Lai Chee Kien offers a window 
into this world of yore. At the heart of the book is a translation of all 
128 panels of the comic series, Our Vanishing Street Hawkers, 
originally published by Lianhe Wanbao in the 1980s as a visual 
representation of artist Chang Yang's memory of street hawkers 
that he met in his youth.

Dr Lai augments the comic with two essays on the ubiquitous 
presence of hawkers in Singapore's urban landscape, from main 
streets and sidewalks to nooks and crannies, as well as the urban 
developments that saw them transit into hawker centres.

Through a unique blend of academic rigor and comic drawings, the 
books takes its readers on an easily accessible and thoroughly 
enjoyable journey into the past
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AWARD WINNER
Thow Kwang Industry Pte Ltd

Ms Stella Tan, owner of Thow Kwang Industry Pte Ltd,  
speaks on the importance of hard work, craftsmanship 
and heritage.

“Younger participants will learn about 
this first-hand through the tedious work 
to fire up the dragon kiln. The process 
can take up to 30 to 40 hours, and more 
importantly, there are no shortcuts 
around it… These life lessons will guide 
them beyond pottery and help build 
character in them.”

Read the interview transcript
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AWARD WINNER
Mr G.T. Lye
Veteran of Wayang Peranakan and Dondang Sayang 

Mr G.T. Lye talks about his late entry into Dondang 
Sayang, his lifelong dedication to perfecting Wayang 
Peranakan, and bridging relationships through art.

“I grew up listening and passively 
absorbing the intricacies of pantun 
(poem) without any deliberate effort to 
learn them. No one knew that I was able 
to create my own pantun until my 
late 30s.”

Read the interview transcript

Watch this Steward of ICH in action

AWARD WINNER
Nam Hwa Opera Ltd

Mr Toh Lim Mok, deputy chairman of the Board of 
Directors at Nam Hwa Opera Ltd,  describes the many 
transformations of Nam Hwa Opera, venturing into 
research, digitalising content, and reaching out to the 
youth.

“When the Circuit Breaker was 
implemented in April 2020, we took that 
as a point of no return to significantly 
raise and intensify our social media 
presence.”

We interviewed Associate Professor Kelvin E.Y. Low, 
Principal Investigator for Edible Heritage: Foodscapes 
and Sensory Heritage Making in Chinatown and Little 
India, on his thoughts about Singapore’s food and 
hawker culture. 

“Hawker centres dot neighbourhood 
estates across the island and have 
become a key feature and staple 
outlets for those who live and work in 
the country. These important 
everyday practices, no doubt banal 
and quotidian, form key nodes of 
culinary experience that make up the 
everyday Singaporean way of life.”

Read the interview transcript
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AWARD WINNER
Apsaras Arts Ltd

Mr Aravinth Kumarasamy, artistic director of Apsaras 
Arts Ltd, speaks about Singapore’s unique position to tap 
on multicultural influences in our region, having multiple 
channels of arts education, as well as the importance of 
digitalisation for the future. 

"Dancers and choreographers must 
find a way to be on digital platforms. 
Digitalisation is here to stay.”

Angela Liong G. T. Lye Isa Kamari

Read the interview transcript
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Read the 
interview 
transcript

MRadio, NHB’s Museum Roundtable podcasts, are now 
available on Spotify or Apple podcast.

In the latest episode, Nalina Gopal from the Indian 
Heritage Centre, and Dr Seng Yujin from National Gallery 
Singapore, discuss the demands of a modern-day curator. 
They also speak about being ‘crisis ready’, and the impact 
of Covid-19 on future exhibitions.

The A-List Singapore is a one-stop online arts and culture digital portal, 
where you will find the most comprehensive event listings, along with 
feature stories, in-depth interviews and fun, bite-sized content.

In Conversation 
With 
Mr David Chew, 
Ms Ignatia Nilu and 
Mr Paul Tan

Watch this now

Listen to this now

Visit the website now
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The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) published an analysis of 
Covid-19’s impact on cultural and creative sectors. According to Culture Shock: Covid-19 and the Culture 
and Creative Sectors, Covid-19 could have long-lasting consequences. The report also identifies 
digitalisation efforts and inter-sectoral collaborations as resilience-building and transformative forces 
for the sector.

The Compendium of Cultural Policies and Trends, an international multi-stakeholder association, 
consolidated the responses of cultural sectors in 28 countries towards Covid-19. This compilation 
provides a comparative view of financial measures, reopening measures, and online initiatives and 
resources.

Our SG Heritage, a website hosted by NHB, maintains a comprehensive collation of resources on 
hawker culture in Singapore. It covers Singapore’s heritage plan and other aspects of Singapore’s 
Intangible Cultural Heritage.

An inventory with 97 elements of Singapore’s intangible culture heritage has been categorised online 
at Roots.sg. The elements are all within six domains under the UNESCO convention for the 
safeguarding of the intangible cultural heritage in: oral traditions and expressions; performing arts; 
social practices, rituals and festive events; knowledge and practices about nature and the universe; 
traditional craftsmanship; and food heritage. 

The National Environment Agency introduced the Hawker Succession Scheme to facilitate the 
continued practice of the hawker trade and culinary skills. This scheme complements existing 
programmes such as the Incubation Stall and Hawkers’ Development programmes. 
A Hawker’s Seminar was launched by the Federation of Merchants’ Associations, Singapore to serve 
as a platform for hawkers to exchange ideas and share best practices. 

Learn. Connect. Experience. 
@ Culture Academy is a series 
of bite-sized videos that help 
to provide inspiration and 
ideas relevant to cultural 
practitioners. 

In the first 5-episode web 
series, Dare to be Extraordinary, 
Culture Academy speaks to 
luminaries of our cultural 
scene who have navigated 
uncharted waters to achieve 
unparalleled success. 

DIGITAL TRAINING AID

Dare To Be 
Extraordinary 

Subscribe to Culture Bytes

Watch this now

Survey

Digital Arts Consumption 
During Covid-19

The Heritage Awareness Survey 2019 is part of a regular study to assess the level of 
interest, awareness, participation, and attitudes towards heritage in Singapore.

Survey

Heritage Awareness

Online video platforms 
continued to be go-to 
sources for digital arts 
content across all art 
forms

Base: Total responses (max 2 per respondent) 
n = 2,986 (Cumulative)

80%

Online video platforms  
e.g. YouTube, Facebook, 
TikTok

25%

Online image-sharing 
platforms e.g. Instagram, 
Pinterest, DeviantArt

30%

On-demand platforms to 
access content e.g. meWATCH, 

Food, Culture, and 
Multi-sensory Memories

Jeremy Monteiro Selva G.

Jointly published by Focus Publishing and NHB
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