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Abstract 

 

As a respected cultural figure in Singapore who was posthumously honoured at 

the Pioneer Generation Tribute organised by the Ministry of Culture, Community and 

Youth in 2015, the story of Chua Boon Hean is one that goes beyond his role as an 

established poet in the field of Chinese literature in post-independence Singapore. This 

dissertation is an effort to elaborate on the story of Chua in Singapore and will attempt 

to examine his multiple roles and contributions in the socio-historical context of the 

film industry prior to 1965. Notably, he had played the role of an extraordinary assistant 

to the Shaw Brothers (Runme and Run Run Shaw) who would qualify as the two most 

important tycoons to exert profound changes in the development of the Chinese and 

Malay film industries by the mid-20th century. His life and career with the Shaw 

Brothers for over three decades since the late 1920s, prove to be critical to our 

understanding of the overall development of the film industry in Singapore, especially 

in the period before the colonial city became an independent nation on its own.  

This dissertation seeks to build on existing scholarships with a greater attention 

being placed on introducing the different participants involved in the film industry in 

Singapore before 1945 and how the industry gradually developed into an inter-locking 

“business of culture” during the early 20th century. It reveals that the development of 

the film industry in Singapore should be best studied together with its intersection with 

the field of literature, translation, advertisement (art studios) and amusement parks, as 

well as its instrumental role in shaping the mundane day-to-day experience for the local 

population. Contrary to the traditional framework of analysis of the Singapore film 

industry which tended to focus solely on film production and its content such as genres 
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or storylines, emphasis will be placed on other aspects of the film industry especially 

exhibition and distribution, in order to present a more comprehensive background to 

its genesis. It hopes to illuminate how the multi-cultural character of the film industry 

was a product of the historical agency of individuals living through the period. 

This case study of Chua also illuminates the dynamism and diverse connections 

among different Chinese dialect groups in Singapore and the Straits-born Chinese 

during the early 20th century. Contrary to the perception that the overseas Chinese had 

been a homogenous group, it is critical to account for the heterogeneity which can offer 

a more nuanced picture of the Chinese society. Through the unique story of Chua, this 

dissertation seeks to enrich existing scholarships on Chinese migration and the film 

industry in Singapore. In the process, we also chart the multi-faceted and multi-ethnic 

interactions of the Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia in the early 20th century.                         
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Note on Romanisation 

 

As a general rule, pinyin romanisation is used in this dissertation for Chinese 

names, places, business entities, publications and other Chinese terms. Exceptions 

apply in the cases of well-known individuals in Singapore such as Tan Kah Kee, Lee 

Kong Chian and Aw Boon Haw. For notable figures such as Sun Yat Sen and Lee Kuan 

Yew, their names are not rendered in pinyin as it is easier for one to recognize them as 

it is. The names of the various Straits-born Chinese such as Kung Tian Siong, Tan 

Cheng Kee, Lim Cheng Ean and others are also not in pinyin but where possible, 

Chinese characters are provided to help readers identify most of them. Names of 

Chinese associations, organisations, and newspapers in Singapore also follow local 

usage as established in historical documentation or are commonly observed in English 

publications. Such examples include the Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan, Teochew Poit 

Ip Huay Kuan, Lat Pau, Nanyang Siang Pau, Sin Chew Jit Poh and etc.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

In 2015, Chua Boon Hean was acknowledged posthumously by the Ministry of 

Culture, Community and Youth at the Pioneer Generation Tribute held at the Victoria 

Theatre and Concert Hall. The event was part of the Golden Jubilee celebrations to 

mark the nation’s 50th anniversary of independence and honoured artists, patrons, 

advocates, volunteers and many others for their “pioneering contributions to the Arts 

and Heritage of Singapore”. As a highly respectable cultural figure in Singapore, the 

story of Chua had always been predominantly about his poems and literary 

achievements or in relation to the Singapore Association of Writers which he had 

helped to establish in 1970, currently still the largest locally registered Chinese literary 

association.  

This dissertation tries to situate Chua in the context of the film industry where 

he played the role of an extraordinary assistant to the Shaw Brothers (Runme and Run 

Run Shaw) who would qualify as the two most important tycoons to exert profound 

changes in the development of film industry in Singapore. His life and career with the 

Shaw Brothers for over three decades since the 1920s in the film industry, prove to be 

critical to our understanding of its historical development and should not be overlooked 

by scholars who are interested in tracing the social and cultural contexts of film as a 

form of popular entertainment among the overseas Chinese communities in the early 

20th century. The film industry in Singapore had tapped on migratory circuits and 

networks created mainly through trade and human activities in the 19th century and 

catered to the emotional needs of the various diasporic communities in Southeast Asia 

such as the ethnic Chinese, Malay and Indian communities.  
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The case study of Chua illuminates the dynamism among different dialect 

groups in Singapore and offers an entry point to explore how lives of selected 

individuals in Singapore could be embedded in a broader context of the making of 

modern Southeast Asia, intertwined within the history of Chinese migration and history 

of modern China. In doing so, this dissertation hopes to provide a more nuanced 

appreciation of the lives and contributions of the ethnic Chinese community in 

Singapore and to contribute towards the ongoing efforts to explore issues related to 

modes of modern Chinese cultural production emerging in the late 19th and early 20th 

century. The film industry in Singapore will serve as an entry point to approach these 

issues and through the stories of its key participants (such as the Straits-born Chinese, 

Chua Boon Hean and the two Shaw Brothers), we can understand the socio-historical 

contexts of how the industry had connected China with other parts of Southeast Asia 

through the production, circulation and distribution of films. It will engage with the 

themes and issues elaborated in the paragraphs below.  

 

1.1 Literature review: Studies on Chinese migration to Southeast Asia and 

film industry in Singapore   

1.1.1 On Chinese migration to Southeast Asia 

Scholarships on Chinese migration to Southeast Asia have tended to focus on 

questions of loyalty among the Chinese population-at-large, assimilation into the local 

society and their developments in destination countries. These narratives highlighted 

how most migrants perceived themselves as temporary settlers in Southeast Asia and 

sought to eventually return to their homeland, hence the concept of luoyeguigen (fallen 

leaves returning to the roots). Because of the desire to maintain strong connections with 
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the homeland, it was assumed implicitly that most migrants, out of patriotism, were 

willing to give unwavering support towards the needs of a modern China. Moreover, 

as the ethnic minority in this region, colonial policies which were anti-Chinese further 

limit the degree of political participation, access to certain social, economic and 

political privileges as well as opportunities for education and upward social mobility. 

The work by Victor Purcell on The Chinese in Southeast Asia thus affirmed that the 

growth of Chinese nationalism in the early 20th century can be understood as an 

instinctive response among the overseas Chinese towards racial exclusion and 

discrimination practiced by European colonial powers. 1  Other works produced by 

scholars like G. William Skinner2 and Lea E. Williams3 during the 1950s and 1960s 

with a focus on the overseas Chinese communities in Thailand and Indonesia 

respectively, also documented similar observations.  

Adopting a different perspective, scholars like Wang Gungwu observed that the 

overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia were galvanised by “taught nationalism” in which 

it was the arrival of political refugees and Chinese intellectuals who helped to 

propagate ideas of Chinese culture and nationalism abroad.4 Here, Wang proposed that 

it was not entirely colonial policies that drove overseas Chinese to show their 

unconditional support for modern China. Instead, lines of communication and the 

availability of tools for propaganda such as Chinese newspapers which circulated in 

 
1 See Victor Purcell, The Chinese in Southeast Asia (London: Oxford University Press, 1951), pp. 656-

672. 
2 See G. William Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1957). 
3 See Lea E. Williams, Overseas Chinese Nationalism: The Genesis of the Pan-Chinese Movement in 

Indonesia, 1900-1916 (Glencoe: The Free Press, 1960). 
4 See Wang Gungwu, Community and Nation: Essays on Southeast Asia and the Chinese (St. Leonards, 

NSW: Asian Studies Association of Australia in association with Allen & Unwin, 1992), pp. 40-57. 
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Singapore and Malaya, lend impetus to rising Chinese nationalistic sentiments and 

debates on the Chinese identity. Another factor was rising literacy among the local 

population which coincided with the rapid growth in Singapore’s publishing industry 

by the early 20th century; this was noted by David L. Kenley when he examined the 

nationalistic impulses and legacies of the May Fourth Movement beyond China. 5 

Philip A. Kuhn went on to highlight in his book that one can discover a symbiotic 

relationship between modern Chinese history and the history of Chinese migration 

where the movement of people created “corridors”, occupational niches and business 

networks through which ideas of nation-state, race and identity are selectively 

embraced by the overseas Chinese.6 Liu Oiyan also highlighted in her dissertation that 

it is crucial to take into consideration how the “journeying communities” of Dutch 

Indies Chinese were able to negotiate with state policies on race, nationality and 

identity that developed in China, British East Indies and the Dutch East Indies, thus 

making them active agents in search of their sense of belonging.7   

On the other hand, critics like Ien Ang have cautioned that by placing constant 

emphasis on the Chinese migrants’ close ties with their homeland in China, it is easy 

to overlook the fact that in reality, there can be “many different Chinese identities” 

arising among the overseas Chinese and understandings of being a Chinese (for either 

migrant or locally-born) would vary from place to place, “moulded by the local 

circumstances in different parts of the world”.8 In other words, it can be misleading to 

 
5 See David L. Kenley, New Culture in a New World: The May Fourth Movement and the Chinese 

Diaspora in Singapore, 1919-1932 (New York: Routledge Press, 2003). 
6 See Philip A. Kuhn, Chinese Among Others: Emigration in Modern Times (Lanham, MD: Rowman 

&amp; Littlefield, 2008). 
7 See Liu Oiyan, “Encountering Competing Empires: Journeying Chinese Communities in Southeast 

Asia under Chinese, Dutch and British Imperial Rule”, PhD Diss., Cornell University, 2014.  
8 See Ien Ang, On Not Speaking Chinese Living between Asia and the West (London and New York: 
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imagine the overseas Chinese as a homogenous group with no internal differentiation. 

Some scholars like Kuo Huei-Ying had thus began to notice that overseas Chinese 

businesses responded differently to the anti-Japanese campaigns launched in Hong 

Kong and Singapore in the 1930s.9 Kuo’s work revealed how Chinese nationalist 

movements in the two colonial cities, while being transplanted from China, had 

evolved in distinctive ways as a result of the internal politics among the Cantonese and 

Hokkien communities as well as their external linkages to the global and regional 

economies.  

While Kuo’s work focused on the two dominant Chinese dialect groups in Hong 

Kong and Singapore, this dissertation differs from it by looking at the interactions 

between the five main dialect groups and minority Chinese dialect group represented 

by Chua Boon Hean (Teochew-speaking community) and the Shaw Brothers 

(Shanghainese/Sanjiangren community). Their involvement in the film industry in 

Singapore which encompassed production, circulation and distribution of Chinese and 

Malay films, connected Shanghai, Hong Kong and parts of Southeast Asia, allow us to 

explore and reflect on the connectedness of this region in specific historical contexts, 

prior to the “birth of the nation-states”. It also allows us to appreciate the various roles 

and contributions by different ethnic and migrant communities towards the film 

industry in the early 20th century. 

 

1.1.2 On the “five main dialect groups” in Singapore’s Chinese society 

 
Routledge, 2001), p. 38. 
9 Kuo Huei-Ying, Networks beyond Empires: Chinese Business and Nationalism in the Hong Kong-

Singapore Corridor, 1914-1941 (Leiden: Brill, 2014). 
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Existing literature on the Chinese society and entrepreneurs in Singapore have 

noted the trade specialisation and emergence of the five main dialect groups, namely 

Hokkiens, Teochews, Cantonese, Hakkas and Hainanese. The Hokkiens who were the 

largest Chinese dialect group in Singapore today, came mostly from Zhangzhou, 

Quanzhou and Yongchun in southern part of Fujian. They were merchants or petty 

traders, agriculturists, shopkeepers, porters, boatmen, sago manufacturers, retailers of 

cloth and crockery, vendors in the public market in the early 19th century.10 Being the 

most successful Chinese dialect group in Singapore, scholars have generally adopted 

the biographical approach in telling the rags-to-riches story of these Chinese migrants, 

with rubber tycoons Tan Kah Kee and Lee Kong Chian being the often-cited examples 

of outstanding Hokkien entrepreneurs in the early 20th century.11 They highlighted the 

hardworking attitude and thriftiness of the Hokkiens who donated generously towards 

education, charity and social work in Singapore. 

The Teochews came largely from Haiyang (which is modern day Chao’an), 

Chaoyang, Jieyang, Chenghai, Raoping, Huilai, Puning and Fengshun, southeastern 

part of Guangdong. They were involved in agriculture as traders, labourers, opium and 

liquor farmers with an early dominance in the pepper and gambier industries scattered 

around Singapore and Johor. Apart from their success in accumulating wealth through 

pepper and gambier in the 19th century, the Teochews also ventured into growing 

rubber and pineapple and gave their support towards the revolutionary activities of Sun 

 
10 See Siah U Chin (Seah Eu Chin), “General Sketch of the Numbers, Tribes, and Avocations of the 

Chinese in Singapore”, The Journal of the Indian Archipelago and Eastern Asia, Vol. II (1848), p. 

290. 
11 See Yong C. F, Tan Kah Kee: The Making of an Overseas Chinese Legend (Singapore: Oxford 

University Press, 1987) and Zheng Bing Shan 鄭炳山, Li Guanqian zhuan 李光前傳 (A Biography of 

Lee Kong Chian) (Beijing: Zhongguo Huaqiao chubanshe, 1997). 
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Yat Sen in Singapore. Scholars like Yen Ching-hwang had pointed out how Teochew 

merchants like Teo Eng Hock and Lim Nee Soon were able to command enormous 

informal political power in China as a result of their new found wealth and contribution 

towards the revolutionary cause, thus conferring prestige to them and the ability to rival 

the Hokkiens as Chinese community leaders in Singapore.12 

The Hakkas consisted of three main sub-groups from Yongding, Jiaying and 

Huizhou and they were considered to be good mining workers. With ample experience 

in migration and settlement in the island of Borneo since the mid-18th century, the 

Jiaying Hakkas had established effective networks of immigration to other parts of 

Southeast Asia in the subsequent century as seen in the research done by Mary Somers 

Heidhues.13 The work by Cheng Lim Keak14 also noted that the Hakka community has 

always been a minority in Singapore together with the Hainanese community, but they 

were among the earliest batch of Chinese migrants to reach the colony and even 

established their own clan association, the Ying Fo Fui Kun (應和會館) in 1823 in 

Telok Ayer Street—the centre of Hokkien concentration. Cheng added that the disunity 

across different sub-groups of the Hakkas had detrimental impacts on the development 

of the Hakkas vis-a-vis other dialect groups in Singapore. This was similar to 

observations of the Cantonese in Singapore where scholars noted internal divisions as 

a characteristic of both Chinese dialect groups. 

 
12 See Yen Ching-hwang, “Power Structure and Power Relations in the Teochew Community in 

Singapore, 1819–1930”, in Tay Lian Soo and Chang Chak Yan (eds.), Chaozhou xue guoji yantao hui 

lunwenji, xia ce 潮州學國際研討會論文集, 下冊 (Collected Essays from the International 

Symposium on Teochew Studies, Part 2) (Guangzhou, China: Jinan University Press, 1994). 
13 See Mary Somers Heidhues, Golddiggers, Farmers, and Traders in the "Chinese Districts" of West 

Kalimantan, Indonesia, Studies on Southeast Asia No 34, (Ithaca, New York: Southeast Asia Program, 

Cornell University, 2003). 
14 See Cheng Lim Keak, “Patterns of Social Alignment: A Case Study of Hakka Associations in 

Singapore”, Southeast Asian Studies, 32,4 (1994): 1-18. 
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The Cantonese were known as skilled craftsmen today but they were also 

engaged in commerce, medical halls, inns and restaurants, as well as construction 

workers, carpenters and etc in the 19th and 20th centuries.15 They were divided into 

two groups, one with origins from Nanhai, Shunde, Dongguan, Panyu and Xiangshan 

(or the Wuyi, Five Counties), centering around the Pearl River in Guangdong with the 

city of Guangzhou as their focal point. The second group of Cantonese has origins in 

counties upstream of the Pearl River, namely Xinning (today’s Taishan), Xinhui, 

Enping and Kaiping. As the two groups were very conscious of their own sub-ethnicity, 

the Cantonese were a fragmented dialect group unlike the Hainanese who were highly 

united despite being a relatively small community, numbering at only a few hundred 

in the 19th century. 

The Hainanese often run coffee shops, provide catering and personal services 

for the Europeans and the armed forces in Singapore. The strong unity of the Hainanese 

had generally been explained as a result of their small population size and late 

emigration to Singapore as compared to the other Chinese dialect groups. Moreover, 

being a small dialect group, the Hainanese also lacked adequate business contacts and 

were excluded from the more lucrative trade, commerce and agricultural activities. 

They soon specialised in the food and service sectors and later, they began to enter into 

the business of running hotels, bars and restaurants during the Great Depression 

years.16 

 
15 See Thomas. T. W. Tan, Chinese Dialect Groups: Traits and Trades (Singapore: Opinion Books, 

1990). 
16 Ibid.  
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In overall, this phenomenon of the five main Chinese dialect groups in 

Singapore had been studied from two perspectives. The first was suggested by scholars 

like Yen Ching-hwang who noted how wealthy Chinese merchants took up political 

roles in the early 20th century out of patriotism and they would mobilise the overseas 

Chinese for various fund-raising activities or national salvation movements.17 Yen saw 

a close interaction between politics, overseas Chinese nationalism and social 

organisations of the local Chinese community where the Hokkien and Teochew 

merchants had played significant roles. The second perspective was put forward by 

scholars like Mak Lau Fong18 and Cheng Lim Keak19 who chose to move away from 

the focus on political activities of these Chinese merchants in Singapore to explore the 

topic of bang organisations. Mak noticed that while boundaries across different dialect 

groups (or bangs) may be consciously maintained at the organizational level of various 

Chinese social organisations, there were interactions at the individual level and each 

dialect group is not homogenous. The subsequent work by Cheng further noted how 

each dialect group sought to dominate certain trades and trade associations by 

introducing measures that would exclude those who did not came from the same dialect 

group, such as the apprenticeship scheme among the Cantonese. In doing so, each bang 

tended to adopt a stand against other bangs in order to safeguard their power or 

economic interests. 

 
17 See Yen Ching Hwang, The Overseas Chinese and the 1911 Revolution: With Special Reference to 

Singapore and Malaya (Kuala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, 1976) and A Social History of the 

Chinese in Singapore and Malaya, 1800–1911 (Singapore: Oxford University Press, 1986).  
18 See Mak Lau Fong, “Rigidity of System Boundary among Major Chinese Dialect Groups in 

Nineteenth-Century Singapore: A Study of Inscription Data”, Modem Asian Studies, 14,3 (1980): 465-

487. 
19 See Cheng Lim Keak, Social Change and the Chinese in Singapore (Singapore: Singapore 

University Press, 1985). 
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A younger generation of scholars like Kwee Hui Kian20 tried to further dissect 

the roles of various social organisations set up by the Chinese migrants in the 19th 

century. Kwee noted that among migrants who had come together to form clan 

associations in Southeast Asia, it was done either via the real or fictive lineage principle 

and/or a deity cult acceptable to its members. Fraternal linkages were forged through 

worship rituals to a common ancestor or to a common deity. More importantly, a 

collective awareness that such brotherhood connections could serve socio-economic 

goals in the long run in foreign lands beyond China, made the formation of these social 

organisations highly desirable and durable among the Chinese migrants. Over time, it 

was the knowledge of such structural/institutional tools that had directly facilitated the 

mobility and economic expansion of Fujian and Guangdong migrants in various parts 

of Southeast Asia prior to the Second World War. 

After Kwee, there had been some attempts to examine social organisations not 

linked with economic activities. For example, Leander Seah21 had zoomed in on the 

South Seas Society—a centre for Nanyang Studies set up in Singapore which had 

facilitated the movement of intellectual ideas and scholarly exchanges among South-

bound Chinese intellectuals and Straits-born Chinese like Tan Yeok Seong who 

 
20 See Kwee Hui Kian, "Pockets of Empire: Integrating the Studies on Social Organizations in 

Southeast China and Southeast Asia", Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 

27,3 (2007): 616-632. 
21 See Leander Seah Tze Ling, “Historicizing Hybridity and Globalization: The South Seas Society in 

Singapore, 1940 – 2000”, Master’s Thesis, National University of Singapore, 2006 and “Between East 

Asia and Southeast Asia: Nanyang Studies, Chinese Migration, and National Jinan University, 1927–

1940”, Translocal Chinese: East Asian Perspectives, 11 (2017): 30-56. 
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founded the Nanyang Book Company in 1935.22 Others like Yvonne Low23 had also 

studied art societies/associations founded by different migrant communities in 

Singapore in which these artists translated their visions of a common Malayan culture 

and identity into various modern art forms after the Second World War. Low’s work 

highlighted the critical role of public organisations like the Arts Council24 established 

in 1955 in Kuala Lumpur and the special contributions of locally-born Chinese artists 

like Kum Yuen Sim (possibly born in Singapore) and Yeoh Jin Leng (born in Ipoh) 

who took on the role of an artist-educator. Nevertheless, her research did not extend to 

include any China-born artists such as Chen Chong Swee and Tchang Ju Chi who 

played similar roles during the 1920s and 1930s. Here, these works directed our 

 
22 Tan Yeok Seong 陳育崧 (1903-1984) was regarded as a key pioneer in Singapore publishing/book 

industry. He was initially an inspector of Chinese schools with the Education Department of the Straits 

Settlements in Penang. Following his visit to Shanghai on a study trip, Tan made up his mind to enter 

the line of publishing. He then set up the Nanyang Book Company with some friends in 1935. In 1938, 

Tan left his government post and focused on producing textbooks that catered to the needs of Chinese 

schools in Malaya. He joined the South Seas Society in 1940 shortly after its founding and 

subsequently held key appointments on its council from 1941 onwards. It was noted that during the 

post-war era, his book company sponsored the printing of an entire volume of the journal published by 

the South Seas Society. See Kwa Bak Lim (ed.) 柯木林, Xinhua lishi renwu liezhuan 新華歷史人物列

傳 (Biographies of Chinese Historical Personalities from Singapore) (Singapore: jiaoyu chuban gongsi, 

1995), p. 83.  
23 See Yvonne Low, “Becoming Professional Artists in Postwar Singapore and Malaya: Developments 

in Art during a Time of Political Transition”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 46, 3 (2015): 463–

484. 
24 The Arts Council was initially set up by the British in the Federation of Malaya after the Second 

World War, to preserve Malay arts and culture as well as to encourage Malayan artists and craftsmen 

by providing them with funding and opportunities for exhibition. Subsequently, colonial officer Mubin 

Sheppard and private art promoter Frank Sullivan also proposed the idea of a National Art Gallery 

between 1954 and 1956 which could help to build up a collection of indigenous artworks for the 

nation-in-making. The National Art Gallery was established two years after Malaysia’s independence 

in 1957 with Frank Sullivan as its first administrator. Another key patron of arts from that period was 

Loke Wan Tho who collected and later donated various artworks to the National Museum of 

Singapore. By the late 1950s, Loke had acquired some 80 artworks by local artists and he later 

purchased another 64 works from Frank Sullivan in 1957. A total of 99 paintings collected by Loke 

was donated to the Singapore’s Ministry of Culture in 1960 and a selection of these paintings are now 

on display at the National Gallery of Singapore (NGS). On the relationship between China-born artist 

Cheong Soo Pieng (1917-1983) and Loke Wan Tho, see article “Cheong Soo Pieng-Art and 

Patronage” written by Low Sze Wee, Deputy Director of NGS, at 

https://www.roots.sg/learn/stories/cheong-soo-pieng-art-and-patronage/story. 

https://www.roots.sg/learn/stories/cheong-soo-pieng-art-and-patronage/story
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attention to areas beyond the traditional business and trading networks of Chinese 

migrants in Southeast Asia, as well as a possibility to explore the relationship between 

commercial enterprises, cultural institutions and social organisations. 

At the same time, scholars had pointed out the possibility to examine migratory 

nodal points that are crucial to shaping the relationship between commercial enterprises, 

cultural institutions and social organisations within China. For example, Ng Wing 

Chung noticed how rise in popularity of the Cantonese opera coincided with the 

emergence of Guangzhou as a nodal point in the early 20th century. 25  This was 

possible with the Bahe Huiguan 八和會館 functioning as an institutional and business 

headquarters, while troupes “fanned out on the red boats” and actors stayed on these 

“travelling hostels” for most part of the year. 26 Here, Guangzhou and Hong Kong 

constituted a regular performing circuit among troupes invited on a string of 

engagements throughout the year while the association (i.e. Bahe Huiguan) served as 

a key meeting point for patrons to negotiate business deals with opera troupe owners. 

In some case, the more ambitious opera companies also ventured further to Singapore, 

Kuala Lumpur, Saigon-Cholon, San Francisco, New York City, and Vancouver where 

Cantonese-speaking communities had congregated or migrated to during the California 

Gold Rush.27 Similarly, across the port cities of Singapore, Malacca and Penang, Carl 

A. Trocki noted the emergence of a regional network of exchange in which goods, 

labour, ideas, technology and print cultures had circulated since the 19th century.28 

 
25 See Ng Wing Chung, The Rise of Cantonese Opera (University of Illinois Press, 2015). 
26 Ibid, p. 31. 
27 Ibid, p. 51. 
28 See Carl A. Trocki, “Singapore as a Nineteenth Century Migration Node” in Donna R. Gabaccia and 

Dirk Hoerder (eds), Connecting Seas and Connected Ocean Rims: Indian, Atlantic, and Pacific 

Oceans and China Seas Migrations from the 1830s to the 1930s (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2011), pp. 

198-224. 
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Back then, Singapore was the nodal point in which different commodities would be 

gathered, repacked and distributed while arriving migrants would await for jobs or 

venture to the neighbouring tin mines and plantations for employment in the Malay 

Peninsula. Given their familiarity with the colonial environment, the Straits-born 

Chinese were well-poised to tap on the business opportunities in the various colonies 

established in Southeast Asia. 

 

1.1.3 On the community of Chinese Peranakans  

Another group which had played important role in the Chinese society during 

the 19th and 20th centuries was the Peranakans/Babas/Straits-born Chinese who were 

either overlooked or dismissed as hybrid (thus inauthentic) Chinese in these 

scholarships. They were generally perceived as a distinct group from the Chinese 

migrants arriving from China to Singapore as a result of their English/Western 

education and preference to link their identity more to the British than to the Chinese, 

especially among the Straits-born Chinese. In the research by Leo Suryadinata29, he 

defined the term “Peranakans” as descendants of the intermarriage between a native 

Malay (Indonesian) female and a foreign Chinese male immigrant, who were partly 

assimilated into the host society. They formed the overwhelming majority of Chinese 

in Java as of the late 19th century and usually speak Baba Malay, which was a mixture 

of Hokkien and Malay. They would be differentiated from the subsequent waves of 

Chinese newcomers also known as “Totok” in Dutch East Indies, who were culturally 

Chinese and born in China. In Singapore, the term “Peranakans” was interchangeable 

 
29 See Leo Suryadinata (ed.), Peranakan Chinese in a Globalizing Southeast Asia (Singapore: Chinese 

Heritage Centre, 2010). 
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with “Straits-born Chinese” as Singapore, Penang and Malacca were collectively 

referred to as the Straits Settlements under the British colonial rule. A male Peranakan 

was also known as Baba whereas a female Peranakan would be referred to as Nyonya. 

To the British traders willing to advance goods and capital to the Chinese petty traders 

in the region, it was the “rootedness” of the Babas/Straits-born Chinese in Singapore 

which lend them credibility to a certain extent. Over time, they would emerge as 

successful businessmen and play active roles in the social, economic and political 

spheres in many parts of Southeast Asia before the mid-20th century. 

This is evident in the research conducted by Jürgen Rudolph 30  and Mark 

Ravinder Frost31 who had examined the interactions between the Babas/Straits-born 

Chinese in Singapore and sinkehs (new migrants) from China through a socio-

economic perspective in the 19th century. As these Straits-born Chinese became 

middlemen and compradors for the British in colonial Singapore, they were able to 

accumulate wealth and extend their role as leaders of the growing Chinese community. 

The Straits-born Chinese also participated in the establishment of temples, social and 

welfare institutions, which looked after the livelihood of new Chinese migrants arriving 

in Singapore and the Straits Settlements. In turn, these immigrants served as a source 

of labour and talent for their businesses critical to the expansion of their own 

enterprises and tapping on new opportunities. Coupled with their ability to work closely 

with the colonial authorities and collaboration with the British trading houses, the 

 
30 See Jürgen Rudolph, Reconstructing Identities: A Social History of the Babas in Singapore 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998). 
31 See Mark Ravinder Frost, “Transcultural Diaspora: The Straits Chinese in Singapore, 1819-1918”, 

Working Paper Series No. 10 (Singapore: Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore, 

2003) and “Emporium in Imperio: Nanyang Networks and the. Straits Chinese in Singapore, 1819-

1914”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 36, 1 (2005): 29-66. 
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Straits-born Chinese soon emerged as a powerful minority group numbering slightly 

more than 10% out of the total Chinese population in Singapore by the 1880s. Their 

involvement can be located in the service industries in the financial sector, shipping 

industry as well as processing of tin, timber and rubber in Singapore and Malaya. They 

also became British subjects at the end of the 19th century, thus enjoying rights to 

education, economic and political participation that most other Chinese migrants did 

not have. According to the observation made by Maurice Freedman in his pioneering 

study of the Straits-born Chinese,32 they were considered the most privileged class in 

the Chinese society in Singapore and professed multiple identities prior to the Second 

World War. 

The research by Claudine Salmon33 had also demonstrated that the Peranakans 

were able to establish a literary and cultural presence in the Southeast Asia by 

translating Chinese classics into Baba Malay and later, through their articles published 

in the English newspapers and magazines. Proficiency in English, Malay and Chinese 

among the Straits-born Chinese in Singapore can thus be turned into an opportunity to 

establish the diasporic connection between China, Singapore and the Dutch East Indies 

in the 19th century through literature and print culture. Prior to then, Dutch schools 

which were set up by the colonial government in 1816 only took in Dutch children 

while neither native Indonesians nor Chinese were permitted to be enrolled in Dutch 

government schools until the ban was lifted in 1864. Dutch missionaries began to set 

 
32 See Maurice Freedman, The Chinese in South-East Asia: A Longer View (London, China Society, 

1965). 
33 See Claudine Salmon (ed.), Literary Migrations: Traditional Chinese Fiction in Asia (17th-20th 

Centuries) (Beijing: International Culture Publishing Corporation, 1987). Also see Yoong, S. K. and 

Zainab, A.N, “Chinese Literary Works Translated into Baba Malay: A Bibliographical Study”, 

Malaysian Journal of Library & Information Science, 7,2 (2002): 1-23.  
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up schools offering Western education to Peranakan students in the second half of the 

19th century where they were taught Malay, arithmetic, drawing, Dutch (for advanced 

classes) and Bible study. The Tiong Hoa Hwee Koan (Chinese Association, THHK) 

was later founded in 1900 to unify the Chinese community living in Dutch East Indies 

through the promotion of education and Confucian values. 34 Many Peranakans were 

also inspired to set up modern Chinese schools in Java during the early 20th century to 

promote Chinese culture and Confucianism, such as the first THHK school, also known 

as Sekola Tjina, was established on 17 March 1901 in Batavia.35 A process of re-

sinicisation through education gradually took place in other Chinese diasporic 

communities across Southeast Asia and it helped to sustain the general interest on 

Chinese culture among the Peranakans/Babas/Straits-born Chinese. Here, these 

scholarships justified the need to go beyond the assumed perception of social 

separation between this group and the other Chinese migrants in Singapore during the 

19th and 20th centuries. 

More recently, scholars had noticed how the Babas/Straits-born Chinese who 

became relatively well-off by the early 20th century took an interest in the film industry 

in Singapore, as demonstrated in the research by Chua Ai Lin.36 Focusing on the film 

distribution, exhibition and production aspects, Chua’s article attributed the numerous 

investments in building theatres (such as the Marlborough, Alhambra and Empire) in 

 
34 See Leo Suryadinata, “Indonesian Chinese Education: Past and Present”, Indonesia, 14 (1972): 49-

71. 
35 See Lea E. Williams, Overseas Chinese Nationalism: The Genesis of the Pan-Chinese Movement in 

Indonesia,1900-1916 (Glencoe: The Free Press, 1960), p. 69. 
36 See Chua Ai Lin “Cultural Consumption and Cosmopolitan Connections: Chinese Cinema 

Entrepreneurs in 1920s and 1930s Singapore” in Christopher Rea & Nicolai Volland (eds.), The 

Business of Culture: Cultural Entrepreneurs in China and Southeast Asia, 1900-65 (Hong Kong: 

Hong Kong University Press, 2015).     
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the early 20th century, as well as the earliest Chinese silent film production (in 1927) 

in Singapore, to the community of Straits-born Chinese like Tan Cheng Kee and Liu 

Bei Jin. This period also saw a booming entertainment industry in Singapore where the 

first amusement park known as the Happy Valley, was owned and completed by Lim 

Teck Kim37 in 1921. Lim was born in Kinmen but he later married the eldest daughter 

of Ong Sam Leong, who was the father of Ong Boon Tat and Ong Peng Hock. Shortly 

after in 1923, the two Straits-born Ong brothers began construction of the New World, 

whereas the Great World was invested by Lee Choon Yung in 1931, who had moved 

to Singapore from Pontianak in the Dutch East Indies.38  We learn from the above 

studies that the community of Chinese Peranakans were not only keenly interested in 

but they also had the motivation, wealth and resources to play an active role during the 

early phase of development of Singapore’s film and entertainment industries. 

 

1.1.4 On Singapore’s film industry and amusement parks 

The development of the film industry and amusement parks in Singapore had 

been earlier examined by scholars such as Chan Kwok-bun and Yung Sai-shing.39 In 

their study of the amusement parks in Singapore, both Chan and Yung proposed that 

the emergence of the New World in 1923 marked the beginning of a gradual change in 

socio-cultural practices among the migrants and local society. This was accompanied 

by a transformation of what would constitute as entertainment or leisure in the 19th 

 
37 For biography of Lim Teck Kim, see Victor R Savage and Brenda Yeoh, Singapore Street Names: A 

Study of Toponymics (Singapore: Marshall Cavendish Editions, 2013), pp. 21 and 151. 
38 For biography of Lee Choon Yung, see Xinjiapo huaqiao mingren zhuan 新加坡華僑名人傳 

(Biographies of Prominent Chinese in Singapore) (Singapore: Nan Kok Publication Co., 1950). 
39 See Chan Kwok-bun and Yung Sai-shing “Chinese Entertainment, Ethnicity, and Pleasure”, Visual 

Anthropology, 18:2-3 (2005): 103-142 and Chan Kwok Bun and Tong Chee Kiong (eds.), Past Times: 

A Social History of Singapore (Singapore:  Times Editions, 2003). 
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century which had a purpose of maintaining religious and cultural linkage with one’s 

homeland for the Chinese migrants. As these activities became less communal-based 

(such as watching the street opera at temples) and more individualistic (such as going 

to the New World or listening to the radio), skills and savvy strategies to encourage 

massive scale of voluntary consumption of entertainment gradually became much 

sought-after in Singapore. This finding is significant as it suggested that conditions 

were ripe for a consumptive entertainment industry. 

The article by Wong Yunn Chii and Tan Kar Lin40 also noted that it was the 

business acumen and cultural progeny of the Straits-born Ong brothers which allowed 

them “to collapse culture as entertainment” in Singapore during the 1920s and 1930s. 

They highlighted how a permanent site of entertainment like the New World, lend 

impetus to early commodification of cultural activities such as the bangsawan (Malay 

opera) and Chinese opera. Over time, these activities shed off their original ritualistic 

function and evolved into a form of mass culture which can attract the widest possible 

range of visitors across all social strata within the space of the amusement park. This 

observation is noteworthy as we are reminded of the sheer transformative potential of 

these sites of entertainment on existing cultural activities/practices in the society. The 

synergy between the Worlds and traditional performing arts had far-reaching 

interrelated effects which saw both bangsawan and Chinese opera emerging as 

recurring staples in the film industry in Singapore after 1945. 

 
40 See Wong Yunn Chii & Tan Kar Lin “Emergence of a Cosmopolitan Space for Culture and 

Consumption: The New World Amusement Park Singapore (1923-70) in the Inter-war Years”, Inter-

Asia Cultural Studies, 5,2 (2004): 279-304. 
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It was another article written by Yung Sai-shing which deftly combined the 

focus on the film industry and amusement parks with strategies of territorialisation 

undertaken by the Shaw Brothers in Southeast Asia into one illuminating study. 41 In 

his article, both Runme and Run Run Shaw were credited for accumulating an intimate 

knowledge of the film markets in Southeast Asia prior to the Second World War, which 

laid the foundation to their swift post-war recovery and aggressive film production 

strategies. It was added that the operation of amusement parks had not only facilitated 

the constant circulation of movie stars/opera actors/performing artistes from Shanghai, 

Hong Kong to Singapore-Malaya, but also served as institutions backing local 

entertainment where local talents could then be discovered and groomed for the future. 

Yung’s work as well as that by scholars such as Wong Ain-ling42 and Stephanie Chung 

Po-yin43 who had started working on the dynamics of Shaw’s film empire in Hong 

Kong and Singapore since the early 2000s, highlighted the need to pay attention to the 

business acumen of the Ningpo merchants. Not long after, articles written by Shen 

Lingxie44 and Lew Bon Hoi45 had also focused on the contributions by the Shaw 

Brothers and other prominent members of the Shanghainese/Sanjiangren in Singapore 

and Malaysia. It was concluded that this particular minority Chinese dialect group 

 
41 See Yung Sai-shing, “Territorialization and the Entertainment Industry of the Shaw Brothers in 

Southeast Asia” in Poshek Fu (ed.), China Forever: The Shaw Brothers and Diasporic Cinema 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008). 
42 See Wong Ain-ling (ed.), The Shaw Screen: A Preliminary Study (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Film 

Archive, 2003). 
43 See Stephanie Chung Po-yin, “Moguls of the Chinese Cinema: The Story of the Shaw Brothers in 

Shanghai, Hong Kong and Singapore, 1924–2002”, Modern Asian Studies, 41,4 (2007): 665-682. 
44 See Shen Lingxie “The Sanjiangren in Singapore”, Chinese Southern Diaspora Studies, 5 

(2011/2012): 175-196. 
45 See Lew Bon Hoi 廖文輝, “Malaixiya de Sanjianghuiguan yu Sanjiangren” 馬來西亞的三江會館

與三江人 (Sanjiang Association and Siangjiangren in Malaysia), Overseas Chinese Journal of Bagui 

八桂僑刊, 1 (March 2019): 21-30. 
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specialised in the running of book stores, cultural and entertainment enterprises as well 

as furniture, tailoring and dress-making. Both Shen and Lew nonetheless, did not 

mention their collaboration with the Straits-born Chinese who play critical role in 

assisting the Shaw Brothers during the 1920s and 1930s.  

 

1.2 Aim, scope of study and significance   

This dissertation seeks to highlight the contributions of the ethnic Chinese 

community living in Southeast Asia through a case study of Chua Boon Hean. So far, 

only the honours thesis by Kong Yu Huey46 had undertaken a preliminary study of 

Chua by focusing on his career with the Shaw Brothers and his friendship with other 

literati in Singapore. What was missing was a close examination of the broader socio-

economic context of Singapore in the pre-World War Two era where the various 

Chinese dialect groups had contested against each other. Kong’s thesis also did not 

touch on the involvement of the Straits-born Chinese in the film and entertainment 

industries. Yet, both aspects contributed towards critical moments in which Chua 

would draw useful insights and lived experience in order to build up his career with the 

Shaw Brothers in Singapore successfully after the Second World War.  

The life and career of Chua can link up the various scholarships mentioned 

above and reveal a number of significant research implications. These issues include 1) 

the link between art studios and film industry in Singapore; 2) the heterogeneity within 

Chinese community and Straits-born Chinese in Singapore; 3) relationship and 

interactions between the Straits-born Chinese and other China-born migrants in early 

 
46 See Kong Yu Huey 鄺瑜慧, “Cai Wen Xuan yanjiu” 蔡文玄研究 (The Study of Chua Boon Hean), 

Honours Thesis, National University of Singapore, 2003. 
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20th century; and 4) transfer of skills and knowledge between different ethnic 

communities. It zooms in on the film industry which was participated but not 

dominated by the five main Chinese dialect groups in Singapore during the early 20th 

century; instead, it was the Babas/Straits-born Chinese like Ho Ah Loke, Loke Wan 

Tho and the Shaw Brothers who was assisted by Chua Boon Hean for over three 

decades, that eventually took the lead in the industry as well as managing two out of 

the three amusement parks constructed before 1942. 

It builds on the existing scholarships with greater attention being placed on 

introducing the various Chinese and non-Chinese players involved in the film industry 

in Singapore prior to the Second World War and how the industry gradually developed 

into an inter-locking “business of culture” during the early 20th century. In a way, the 

development of the film industry in Singapore should be examined alongside its 

intersection with the field of literature, translation, advertisement (art studios) and 

amusement parks, as well as its instrumental role in shaping the mundane day-to-day 

experience for the local population. Contrary to the traditional framework of analysis 

of the Singapore film industry which tended to focus solely on film production and its 

content such as genres or storylines, emphasis will be placed on other aspects of the 

film industry especially exhibition and distribution, in order to present a more 

comprehensive background to its genesis. It hopes to illuminate how the multi-cultural 

character of the film industry was a product of the historical agency of individuals 

living through the period.   

This dissertation is reliant on a series of archival, oral interviews and 

biographies in presenting the stories of various participants in the film industry in 

Singapore in the 20th century. Apart from the Straits-born Chinese, it also focuses on 
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Chua Boon Hean who was sometimes referred to as one of the South-bound Chinese 

intellectuals arriving in Singapore since the late 1920s. Chua’s literary achievement in 

modern Chinese poetry was well-examined by scholars but his role and contributions 

in other areas were under-explored. Chua gave an extensive oral interview in 1990 with 

the National Archives of Singapore and regularly submitted articles to the local 

Chinese newspapers (mainly in Nanyang Siang Pau and Sin Chew Jit Poh), penning 

his personal thoughts and sharing his experience of working in the film industry in 

Singapore. Chua also deposited a collection of handwritten film scripts for the Malay 

Film Productions as well as those which he had vetted when he acted as the gate-keeper 

for the Shaw Brothers. This collection of film scripts is currently residing in the 

National University of Singapore (NUS) Chinese Library. His children namely Chua 

Liang, Chua Lam and Chua Swan, had also published two memoirs on Chua Boon 

Hean in 2013 and 2016 which would be utilised as secondary resources for this research. 

This dissertation takes on a “history from the in-between” approach where oral 

and literary materials are utilised to present the perspective of the ordinary people who 

lived through the period as well as to recreate the past through the use of old 

newspapers, journals and film magazines. It acknowledged that oral and literary 

materials cannot be fully representative but these sources are useful in highlighting 

how individuals had constantly devised strategies in response to the changing socio-

political circumstances or relied on kinship and fraternal bonds to survive in Singapore 

and Malaya. These aspects are usually not captured in the official documents which 

tended to delineate imperial policies, diplomatic relations with China and/or Cold War 

politics in Southeast Asia. 
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Having said so, colonial records remain relevant to this dissertation as they 

represented the top-down perspective which could complement the grassroots’ 

(ordinary people) understanding of certain key events and political moments happening 

in Singapore and other parts of Asia. The selection of colonial records related to the 

Chinese society in Singapore47, South-bound Chinese intellectuals48 and those dealing 

with censorship on films and publications49 will be consulted in order to gain access to 

valuable social and economic statistics of the era. These sources also allowed us a 

glimpse into the attitudes adopted by the colonial government towards Chinese 

intellectuals and how cultural activities or literary writings have been interpreted as 

potentially subversive during sensitive periods such as the immediate years following 

the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. At the same time, 

correspondences between the Ministry of Culture, the Cathay Film Services and the 

Shaw Brothers50 in post-war Singapore shed light on some of the responsibilities of 

Chua Boon Hean in the company whereas names of those formally engaged by the 

Shaw Brothers prior to the Second World War, were drawn largely from old 

newspapers database.  

 

 

 
47 See “The Overseas Chinese in South-east Asia”, FCO 141-14510, accessible at National Archives of 

Singapore. 
48 See “Report on Chinese newspapers from the Commissioner General's Office” (1955) by the 

Secretary of Chinese Affairs in Singapore, FCO 141/14599, accessible at National Archives of 

Singapore. 
49 On film censorship, see “Information on Film Censorship Practice in Singapore and Federation of 

Malaya”, Record reference number PRO 166-55; on censorship of publications, see “Banning of 

imported (morally undesirable) Publications” by Ministry of Culture (Jun 1959 - Jun 1967), Record 

reference number MC(P) 1582-59 Vol 1 and “Malaya: books and documents on censorship - Migrated 

Archives”, FCO 141/7406, accessible at National Archives of Singapore. 
50 See “Film Production - Contracts with Cathay Film Services” by Ministry of Culture (Jun 1959 - Jun 

1963), Record reference number MC 244-61 Vol1, accessible at National Archives of Singapore. 
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1.3 Structure of dissertation 

This dissertation is structured into five chapters, with Chapter One as 

introduction and Chapter Five as the conclusion. The main content of Chapters Two to 

Four is as follow: 

Chapter Two describes the involvement of different migrants in the Singapore 

film industry prior to the independence of Singapore in 1965. Given that the Shaw 

Brothers were from a minority Chinese dialect group, it was a challenge for them to 

break into the local market and they initially had to exhibit their films in different parts 

of Malaya at ad-hoc open-air venues instead of standalone theatres in Singapore. When 

Runme and Run Run Shaw first arrived in Singapore, it was a time when a number of 

wealthy Straits-born Chinese had also shown keen interest in the film and 

entertainment industries although it was the Parsi, Jewish and Japanese merchants who 

were the earliest to be involved. The Shaw Brothers met fierce competition from 

Hokkien merchants Gui Hua Shan, Wang Yu Ting and Wang Xuan Hua who had 

established their own film distribution and exhibition networks in Singapore, Kuala 

Lumpur and Ipoh; the trio then rented mobile screening equipment to exhibit films 

brought in by smaller film companies such as Lian Yuan, Tiong Nam, Da Zhong and 

Xin Hua in other parts of Malaya. Eventually, Run Run Shaw’s ability to converse in 

English allowed him to approach Straits-born Chinese Kung Tian Siong for assistance 

and he managed to secure the rental of the Empire Theatre for the screening of their 

Chinese silent films. Questions to be discussed in this chapter include: how did the 

Shaw Brothers break into the film industry in Singapore in order to build their 

foundation? What were their strategies? Why would the Straits-born Chinese 

collaborate with the Shaw Brothers? How did the Great Depression become an 
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opportunity for the Shaw Brothers to invest in Chinese sound films and amusement 

parks in Singapore? Why did they later venture into the production of Malay films in 

the post-Second World War period? The aim of this chapter is to shed light on how it 

was the sinicised Strait-born Chinese who extended a helping hand to the Shaw 

Brothers during the 1920s and 1930s which had been overlooked in the earlier work 

by Chua Ai Lin. 

Chapter Three examines the life and career of Chua Boon Hean. Chua arrived 

in Singapore in late 1927. He first found a teaching job in Pontian Besar, Malaya, and 

taught for a year before quitting. He then set up his own art studio in 1929 with his 

friend Lin Long in Singapore. His studio was chiefly producing advertisements for film 

companies exhibiting Chinese silent films and while he was reaching out to various 

potential clients in Singapore, he met the Shaw Brothers and became acquainted with 

other participants of the film industry such as Teochew merchant Chan Kee Seng (also 

a Straits-born Chinese), who had set up the Nan Hua Film Company. Chua’s 

responsibilities in the Shaw enterprise started with him being an artist cum secretary, 

then editor of the film magazine Screen Voice and supervisor of The Amusement (after 

the war), scriptwriter for the Malay Film Productions to General Manager overseeing 

the Chinese Films Department. Chua wrote more than a dozen of scripts for the Shaw 

Brothers in the 1950s. At least five Malay films which were produced and exhibited in 

Singapore were credited to him directly while he recalled learning Malay and the Jawi 

script from friends and a fellow colleague working for the Shaw Brothers. Questions 

to be discussed in this chapter include: what are some skills and strategies adopted by 

Chua in coping with his livelihood in Singapore? How did he interact with the Straits-

born Chinese as well as Chinese migrants from other dialect groups in Singapore? How 
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did his experience prior to working in Singapore inspire strategies that he can utilise 

while working for the Shaw Brothers? Why did he choose to be a scriptwriter for the 

Malay film industry and a gate-keeper for the Shaw Brothers in Singapore? The aim is 

to demonstrate how Chua was able to assist the Shaw Brothers whenever they adjusted 

their strategies during different critical moments prior and after the Second World War. 

Furthermore, Chua can be seen as an exemplary educator, artist-turn-media man who 

had been overlooked in the earlier work by Yvonne Low. 

Chapter Four examines the significance of Chua Boon Hean in Singapore’s film 

industry. When Chua retired from the Shaw enterprise in 1973, he remained active in 

the local Chinese society, participating in various discussions on film, literature and 

television in Singapore. The story of Chua should not be under-estimated where he had 

contributed most significantly towards the development of both Chinese and Malay 

film industry in Singapore after the Second World War. Chua could be described as a 

unique “trans-media” facilitator who was able to thrive in the competitive environment 

of the film industry, which was gradually developing into an inter-locking “business of 

culture”. Notably, Chua’s career was closely intertwined with that of the Shaw Brothers 

who had swiftly expanded their reach into many parts of Southeast Asia in the 1950s 

and 1960s. This chapter summarises the motivations and efforts undertaken by Chua 

to reach out and interact with other Chinese dialect groups as well as the non-ethnic 

Chinese community in Singapore. The many changes in the film and entertainment 

industries reveal the involvement by two groups of Straits-born Chinese in Singapore, 

as well as how Chua and the Shaw Brothers had played important roles in both 

industries over a prolong period of time. In overall, the alliances and strategies adopted 

by the Shaw Brothers in the film industry between 1920s and 1960s have challenged 
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the assumption of rigidity/social divide across the five main Chinese dialect groups in 

Singapore. It also highlights how Chua had facilitated a transfer of skills and 

knowledge between the Chinese and Malay film industry in Singapore which gave 

shape to the multi-cultural character of the film industry before independence in 1965. 

Chapter Five is the conclusion. This dissertation hopes to enrich the existing 

scholarships on the contributions of Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia. It delineates 

the heterogenous experiences of the Chinese migrants in Singapore by tracing the 

involvement of the Straits-born Chinese and their interactions with the Shaw Brothers 

and Chua Boon Hean in the local film industry. Taken as a collective, Chua’s story 

depicts a dynamic relationship among different Chinese dialect groups in Singapore in 

the early 20th century. It also offers an entry point to explore how lives of selected 

unique individuals of the Chinese society could serve as a connector across multiple 

sites like China, Hong Kong, Singapore and parts of Southeast Asia. Instead of limiting 

Chinese within their own narrow community, a close examination of the multi-faceted 

and multi-ethnic interactions can be equally fruitful for researchers.   
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Chapter Two: Immigrant Communities and A History of Singapore’s  

Film and Cultural Industries 

 

For scholars interested in Singapore’s film and cultural industries, the name of 

Chua Boon Hean may be relatively unknown. Yet, his life and career were closely 

intertwined with both industries to some extent, thus allowing us insights on their 

development in Singapore during the early 20th century. This chapter will delineate an 

overview of the film industry in Singapore prior to its independence in 1965. It aims to 

describe the participation of different Chinese and non-Chinese migrants in the 

Singapore film industry with a special focus on the involvement of Babas/Straits-born 

Chinese. Why are they willing to collaborate with the Shaw Brothers? What made them 

decide to specialise in Chinese silent films and Cantonese talkies prior to the Second 

World War? What is the relationship between amusement parks and the film industry? 

Ultimately, this chapter hopes to answer the question of how the Shaw Brothers who 

came from a minority Chinese dialect group, manage to break into the film industry in 

Singapore.  

It will start off by first elaborating on the socio-historical context where 

different immigrants had come to be involved in the different aspects of Singapore film 

industry and the related arrival of amusement parks in early 20th century. Specifically, 

it highlights the challenges faced by the Shaw Brothers in breaking into the film 

industry and how they eventually find ways to resolve these challenges before the 

Second World War. It also seeks to demonstrate how the film industry did not develop 

in isolation but spurs on other secondary forms of cultural production and agencies like 
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the art studios which proliferated during the 1920s and 1930s. It is against this backdrop 

that we will examine a case study of Chua Boon Hean in Chapter Three. 

 

2.1 The birth of film industry in colonial Singapore   

The excellent geographical location of Singapore had attracted migrants from 

China and other parts of the world since the 14th century. This flow of immigrants 

however, increased significantly in terms of number and diversity following European 

colonialism in Southeast Asia. In 1819, Singapore was founded as a free trading port 

by Stamford Raffles under the British East India Company. According to the 

classification done by Siah U Chin (Seah Eu Chin) in 1848, it was estimated that there 

were 9,000 Hokkiens in Singapore, among them were 2,000 agriculturists, 1,400 

shopkeepers selling rice and other articles by retail, 800 porters, 750 petty traders, 700 

boatmen, 700 workers employed to assist masons, 500 sago manufacturers, 450 

retailers of cloth and crockery, 300 vendors in the public market, etc. In addition, there 

were 1,000 Malacca Chinese who were the descendants of Hokkien immigrants, and at 

least half of them were classified as merchants, shopkeepers and petty traders. Seah 

also recorded 19,000 migrants who were the Teochew, and in decreasing number, the 

Cantonese (at 6,000), Hakkas (at 4,000) and Hainanese (at 700). 51 

By 1881, the census of Singapore listed 22,644 Teochews while the number of 

Hokkiens accounted for the largest Chinese dialect group (at 24,981) in that year. The 

Cantonese ranked third at 14,853 while the Hainanese and Hakkas accounted for 8,319 

 
51 See Siah U Chin (Seah Eu Chin), “General Sketch of the Numbers, Tribes, and Avocations of the 

Chinese in Singapore”, The Journal of the Indian Archipelago and Eastern Asia, Vol. II (1848), p. 

290. 
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and 6,170 respectively. Instead of the category of “Malacca Chinese”, a separate 

column on the Straits-born Chinese recorded a figure of 9,527 in the census and others 

at 272.52 As the majority of the Straits-born Chinese were descendants of the Hokkien 

immigrants who were born in Malacca and Penang, this led to the Hokkiens becoming 

an absolute majority in Singapore by the late 19th century, overtaking the top position 

of the Teochews in the Chinese community, in the span of less than four decades.53 

This diverse composition of locally-born and migrant population meant a highly 

cosmopolitan colonial city where the film and entertainment industries would soon 

thrive and develop in the early 20th century. 

Before films became popular in Singapore, early accounts written in 1877 by 

the Qing court official Li Zhong Jue 李鍾珏, described Cantonese opera as the most 

popular entertainment.54 Together with the occasional Hokkien and Teochew street 

operas, these operas were performed by travelling troupes on makeshift raised 

platforms during Chinese festivals or as part of the temple rituals. By 1881, there were 

about 240 opera performers in Singapore 55  and permanent stages for opera 

performances were also erected, which would later become spaces for film screening 

in the early 20th century. In 1850, the British imposed restrictions on public 

performances and street processions as part of a broader attempt to maintain public 

 
52 See “Report on the Census of Singapore, 1881 by A.P. Talbot, Secretary of the Census Officers 

dated 15 August 1881”, in Straits Settlements Legislative Council Proceedings, 1881, Appendix No. 

29. 
53 By 1980, this distribution has changed to Hokkien (43.1%), Teochew (22%), Cantonese (16.5%), 

Hakka (7.4%) and Hainanese (7.1%). See Cheng Lim Keak, Social Change and the Chinese in 

Singapore (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1985).  
54 The writing by Li Zhong Jue is quoted in Lai Wai Yin, “Modernisation of a Cultural Tradition: A 

Case Study of Chinese Opera in Singapore”, Honours Thesis, National University of Singapore, 1985, 

p. 13.  
55 See Singapore National Archives, Wayang: A History of Chinese Opera in Singapore (Singapore: 

Times Edition, 1988), p. 25.  
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order in Singapore, suggesting implicitly the crowd-drawing nature of these traditional 

performing art forms which would soon be transformed into a commodity within the 

entertainment industry with the advent of amusement parks in the 1920s. 

Apart from Chinese operas, one would also be introduced to other forms of 

Western and local entertainment in Singapore, through travelling theatre companies, 

circus groups, fairgrounds and magic shows. This was made possible by improvement 

in transportation within the region as seen from the visit by the Victoria Parsee 

Theatrical Company which was led by a man called Baliwali from Bombay in 1899. It 

was reported that the company had previously travelled to Siam, Ceylon, India, Burma, 

the Straits Settlements, and Java to perform a version of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, 

Aladdin, Indian operas, comedies, a selection of English and songs in the native 

languages as well as showcasing a series of cinematographic pictures.56 This hybrid 

form of programming would eventually be popularised by amusement parks that 

emerged in the early 1920s, invested mainly by the Straits-born Chinese.  

In 1902, a Parsi travelling showman named Basrai was reported as the first man 

to exhibit American and French films in Singapore where he had set up a tent for the 

screening.57 Shortly after in 1905, S. Kassim who was owner of the famous bangsawan 

(Malay opera) troupe founded in Penang, also started screening films at the Paris 

Cinema in Singapore. Some sources recorded that the original owner of the Paris 

Cinema was Levy Hermanos,58 namely Adolphe and Charles Levy, who fled Alsace to 

 
56 See “The Parsi Theatre”, Bangkok Times, 5 June 1899, p. 2; “Advertisement”, Bangkok Times, 15 

June 1899, p. 2; “Advertisement”, Bangkok Times, 16 June 1899, p. 3. 
57 See “Thirty Years of Film Entertainment”, The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, 2 

January 1932, p. 20. 
58 Ibid. 
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Spanish Philippines after the Franco-Prussian War of 1870.59  S. Kassim was also 

known as Bai or Shaik Kassim, an Indian-Muslim who hailed from Bombay and his 

troupe regularly travelled between Malaya, Java, Sumatra and Siam to perform in the 

early 20th century.60  

Both the Parsi and Jewish communities were early migrants to Singapore. It 

was believed that by the mid-19th century, Baghdadi Jewish merchants had settled 

down in Singapore even though in the late 18th century, their preference was to settle 

in Bombay. This was because the British colonial presence had helped to create 

favorable economic conditions which these Jewish merchants could take advantage of 

for their investments.61  By 1907, the Singapore Jewish community saw a total of 

approximately 500 individuals and the synagogues Maghain Aboth and Chesed El were 

constructed to serve the community.62 On the other hand, the first Parsi to arrive in 

Singapore was a convict by the name of Muncherjee.63  Subsequently, more Parsi 

migrants began to arrive in Singapore by the mid-19th century where the more 

 
59 After the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, Adolphe and Charles Levy fled Alsace with a stash of 

diamonds. They ultimately found refuge in the islands with five crates of religious medals, statues, 

gold chains, and gilt eyeglass frames which they had been unable to sell in California. Like other 

Jewish arrivals in East or Southeast Asia, they were involved in the import and export trade but in 

1873, they established a jewelry store, and later, a general merchandising business. Over time, their 

business expanded to trinkets and general merchandise, pharmaceuticals, bicycles, and ultimately 

automobiles. For more details, see Jonathan Goldstein, Jewish Identities in East and Southeast Asia: 

Singapore, Manila, Taipei, Harbin, Shanghai, Rangoon, and Surabaya (Berlin, Germany; Boston, 

Massachusetts: De Gruyter Oldenbourg 2015), pp. 46-47.  
60 On the background of S. Kassim, see Matthew Isaac Cohen, “Border crossings: Bangsawan in the 

Netherlands Indies in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries”, Indonesia and the Malay World 

30, 87 (2002): 101–115. On his troupe also known as Wayang Kassim, see Nadi Tofighian “Mapping 

‘the Whirligig of Amusements’ in Colonial Southeast Asia”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 49,2 

(2018): 277–296.  
61 See Jonathan Goldstein, Jewish Identities in East and Southeast Asia: Singapore, Manila, Taipei, 

Harbin, Shanghai, Rangoon, and Surabaya, pp. 17-18. 
62 Ibid, p. 22. 
63 See Pesi B. Chacha “The History of Parsis in Singapore” in Pillai Gopinath and K. Kesavapany 

(eds.), 50 Years of Indian Community in Singapore (Singapore; Hackensack, NJ: World Scientific 

Publishing Co. Pte. Ltd, 2016), pp. 121-129. 
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successful ones include Fromurzee Sorabji; his son Cursetjee, was a founding partner 

of Little Cursetjee & Co., which later developed into the well-known departmental 

store John Little & Co. in Singapore.64 Cursetjee was recorded as one of the trustees of 

the Parsis burial ground in Singapore, bought using funds raised by Parsi traders in 

Canton.65 There was also a Parsi Lodge adjacent to the burial ground which was meant 

for Parsi traders from China to stayover or to hold their Zoroastrian religious 

ceremonies.66  

Japanese businessman Umeya Shokichi and his friend Harima Katsutaro were 

among the earliest to establish themselves in the Singapore film industry by screening 

war-related documentaries at the Harima in 1906.67 The former was a staunch supporter 

of the revolutionary leader Sun Yat Sen who made a total of nine visits to Singapore 

between 1900 and 1911 in order to raise funds for his political activities. Remembered 

as a film pioneer in Japan, Umeya Shokichi deliberately named his own company M. 

Pathé Shokai in order to tap on the reputation of the original Pathé in 1908; he was 

aware that Yokota Einosuke was the then importer of Pathé films into Japan and sought 

to beat his competitor.68 A significant difference can be observed between the Japanese 

players and earlier batch of merchants who had entered the field where the former were 

 
64 See Buckley, C. B., An Anecdotal History of Old Times in Singapore: 18191867 (Singapore: 

Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 350. 
65 The connection between Parsi merchants in Hong Kong and Singapore was mentioned in brief in pp. 

154 and 167, see “The Parsis in Hong Kong and the China Seas” in John R. Hinnells, The Zoroastrian 

Diaspora Religion and Migration (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).  
66 See Pillai Gopinath and K. Kesavapany (eds.), 50 Years of Indian Community in Singapore, p. 121 
67 Harima Katsutaro was known to run a guesthouse in Singapore when he met Umeya Shokichi in 

Singapore. On their relationship, see Peter B. High “Umeya Shokichi: The Revolutionist as 

Impresario” (Nagoya University, n.d.), accessible at http://www.lang.nagoya-u.ac.jp/proj/socho/mirai 

/mirai-high.pdf. 
68 On the background of Umeya Shokichi and other key film pioneers in Japan during the early 20th 

century, see Chapter 1 in Donald Richie, A Hundred Years of Japanese Film: A Concise History, with 

a Selective Guide to DVDs and Videos (Tokyo: Kodansha International; New York: Distributed in the 

U.S. by Kodansha America, 2005).  
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acutely aware that they need to compete with the West for the audience attention 

through their own products. In a way, the Japanese players were among the earliest to 

realise that having control over the exhibition venue (such as the Harima) allowed them 

to decide what types of films to produce (i.e. Japanese documentaries) as well as to 

shape market demand for such films, prior to the dominance of feature films.69  

By 1913, there were close to 20 theatres in Singapore and Malaya and by 1929, 

it had increased to 35.70 In addition, an estimated 10 to 20 theatres can be found in 

smaller towns of Malaya which occasionally held film screenings.71 This proliferation 

of theatres was accompanied by the change in policy of hiring films instead of granting 

outright sale to exhibitors where Hollywood film studios worked closely with 

Singapore’s cinema owners to extract optimal revenue by regulating the “flow of 

product” in any film market. It was known that rentals from first run theatres yielded 

the most money before booking the film into second run or third run theatres.72 As a 

result, more films were being imported into Singapore and frequent changes made to 

film schedules at first run theatres like the Alhambra, Marlborough or the Capitol, 

helped to pull in the crowd. With the policy of hiring films, a rate of 40-50% of the 

film’s gross ticket sales will be charged.73 Most film veterans also shared that it was 

 
69 D. W. Griffith’s classic, The Birth of a Nation, was exhibited in New York in 1915 and ran there for 

802 straight performances. The film broke box office records wherever it was shown and established 

the feature film as a norm for the industry. See Tino S. Balio ed. The American Film Industry 

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985). 
70 See Hassan Abd Muthalib, Malaysian Cinema Then & Now: A Brief History (1927–2015), p. 2, 

accessible from https://independent.academia.edu/HassanMuthalib. This article was later expanded 

into a book, see Malaysian Cinema in a Bottle: A Century (and a bit more) of Wayang (Petaling, Jaya, 

Selangor Merpati Jingga, 2013). 
71 Ibid. 
72 On Hollywood film hiring, distribution and release strategies over the years, see Chapter 8 of 

Jonathan Derek Silver, “Hollywood's Dominance of the Movie Industry: How Did it Arise and how 

Has it Been Maintained?”, PhD Diss., Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, 2007. 
73 See “Thirty Years of Film Entertainment”, The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, 2 

January 1932, p. 20. 

https://independent.academia.edu/HassanMuthalib
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common for 40% of the box-office to go to the distributor and 60% to the cinema 

owners.74  

 

2.2 The dominance of Hollywood films  

By the mid-1920s, the dominance of Hollywood films in Singapore and Malaya, 

as well as in the other colonies of the British Empire, led to the introduction of the 

Cinematograph Films Act in 1927. The Act stipulated a quota in which British films 

should account for at least 7.5% of the total number of films exhibited and in the 

following year, the quota was to be increased to 10%. The aim was for the quota to 

raise by 5% per year until a maximum of 30% has been reached,75 allowing British 

films to compete with Hollywood.  

Having said so, estimates for films screened in pre-World War Two Singapore 

recorded 70% American films, 16% British films, and 13% Chinese films with some 

productions from Java, Egypt and in different Indian languages.76 This suggested that 

the British film industry did not reap significant benefits after the quota system was put 

 
74 See Lim Kay Tong, Cathay: 55 Years of Cinema (Singapore: Landmark Books, 1991), p. 4. This has 

remained quite similar to the contemporary practice in Singapore in the 21st century. As revealed in a 

recent interview with Eugene Lee, Director of Business Development & Operations at mm2 

Entertainment (which produced Singaporean films), exhibitors (cinema) in Singapore get to keep 40% 

of the price of every movie ticket sold. As for the remaining 60%, 15% goes to the film distributor and 

a 7% Goods and Services Tax is payable to the government. After which, producers/investors will also 

need to apportion a sum to cover advertising and promotion which some companies tend to limit to 

$200,000 per film. See “Movie-making in Singapore”, a summary of the “Dialogue with Singaporean 

filmmakers/producers” for the workshop on Producing Chinese Cinemas in the 21st Century. This was 

held at the Singapore Management University on 1-2 July 2013. Accessible at 

https://www.smu.edu.sg/perspectives/2013/08/28/movie-making-singapore#.Ui6Yp_mnBlw. 
75 See Proceedings of the Straits Settlements Legislative Council, 10 October 1927 and CO 273/550: 

Straits Settlements Original Correspondence. For the background of the film quota system and the 

views of various players involved in the shaping of the final Cinematograph Films Act in 1927, see 

Chapter 2 of Priya Jaikumar, Cinema at the End of Empire: A Politics of Transition in Britain and 

India (Duke University Press, 2005). 
76 This percentage is quoted from Chua Ai Lin “Singapore's ‘Cinema-Age’ of the 1930s: Hollywood 

and the Shaping of Singapore Modernity”, Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 13,4 (2012): 593. 

https://www.smu.edu.sg/perspectives/2013/08/28/movie-making-singapore#.Ui6Yp_mnBlw
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in place while Chinese films were clearly becoming another strong competitor of 

British films in Singapore. Some exhibitors also took advantage of the Act to acquire 

or rent Indian films produced in British India for the small population of Indian 

plantation workers in Singapore and Malaya.77 These were considered to fulfil the 

quota required of British films screened within its colonies while saving on costs for 

film companies as Indian films were much cheaper than British films.   

During the 1920s, main Hollywood studios had all set up their distribution 

offices in Singapore too, such as the First-National (later known as Warner Bros-First 

National), Fox Film, United Artists, Famous Players-Lasky Corporation (which 

became Paramount in 1931) and Metro-Goldwyn-Meyer. Pathé was also a major player 

in Singapore which operated the Pavilion, film distribution, cinematic equipment rental 

as well as cinematography. 78  The competitive film industry in Singapore thus 

encouraged players to be more sensitive in reaching out to its target audience group, 

who often differentiated their products along lines of race, nation and culture.  

The above forms the backdrop in which the earliest Singapore film production 

was completed – a Chinese silent film titled Xin Ke 新客 (New Friend), directed by 

Guo Chao Wen 郭超文 and shot between 1926 and 1927. The film’s producer, Liu Bei 

Jin 劉貝錦 (1902-1959), was a Straits-born Chinese who once remarked that the 

Chinese living in Southeast Asia had “seen so many Chinese films they could not get 

 
77 For a background on Indian plantation workers as well as other Indian migrants in Singapore, see 

Rajesh Rai, Indians in Singapore, 1819-1945: Diaspora in the Colonial Port-city (Oxford University 

Press, 2014).   
78 See Chua Ai Lin “Singapore's ‘Cinema-Age’ of the 1930s: Hollywood and the Shaping of Singapore 

Modernity”, Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 13,4 (2012): 597. 
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excited about them anymore”.79  Indeed, an article in the Shanghai film magazine 

Dianying yuebao 電影月報 listed as many as 17 film companies located in Singapore 

which were involved in distributing Chinese films and marketing them to Chinese 

audiences beyond the colonial city in 1928. 80 

A latecomer to the film industry during the 1930s was the Capitol Theatres Ltd. 

which operated the cinema and a restaurant within the same building. It was 

commissioned and financed by Mirza Mohammed Ali Namazie, a well-known Persian 

merchant who owned a shipping and import company as well as being the distributor 

for a German film agency in Singapore. Subsequently, Namazie, S.A.H Shirazee, Joe 

Fisher and Julius Fisher got together to run the film distribution and exhibition business 

through the Capitol Theatres Ltd. The Fisher Brothers were from South Africa and they 

came to Singapore in 1918.81 They were initially representatives of I.W. Schlesinger, 

an American immigrant to South Africa who was also a film distributor himself. They 

later worked for the First National Pictures and established their connection to 

Hollywood. In the 1930s, they were able to make profits through the Mickey Mouse 

 
79 Liu Bei Jin (1902-1959) was born in Singapore. He moved to Muar with his parents but was later 

sent back to China for his primary education. Liu’s father Liu Zhu Hou 劉築侯 was a wealthy 

merchant who owned several rubber plantations; he hailed from Yongchun, Fujian. His business was 

later handed over to his son in 1922. Liu is said to be fluent in English, Chinese, Malay, French, Thai 

and Burmese. He later set up his own company to shoot Chinese films in Singapore and recruited local 

actors and actresses. Liu donated to fundraising activities organised in late 1930s by Tan Kah Kee 陳

嘉庚, even volunteering to become a Nanyang mechanic cum driver 南僑機工, responsible for 

transporting supplies into China through the Burma Highway in order to support the wartime 

resistance efforts during the war. For more details on Liu’s biography and the first silent film which he 

had produced, see oral interview of Liu Kang with the National Archives of Singapore, accession 

number 000171, reel 1 and Yvonne Ng Uhde and Jan Uhde Xin Ke: The Story of Singapore And 

Malaya's First Feature Film (Singapore: Kucinta Books Pte Ltd, 2019). 
80 This article was reprinted in Zhongguo wusheng dianying 中國無聲電影 (Chinese Silent Films) 

(China: China Film Publishing Company, 1996), pp. 174-175. 
81 Their father, A.M. Fisher, was considered a pioneer in the industry for he had brought the first 

feature film recording Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee procession to South Africa in 1898, possibly 

piquing the interest among the local audience for similar films. 



38 
 

Club and the popular Marcus show. A branch of the Mickey Mouse Club was soon set 

up in December 1932 in Singapore where its members paid a monthly membership fee 

of 25 cents in return for two free shows a month at the Capitol, Alhambra or Pavilion.82 

In 1932, Capitol was taken over by the Amalgamated Theatres Ltd. under the 

chairmanship of the Jewish merchant J.A. Elias. By 1935, the Amalgamated Theatres 

Ltd. controlled five venues, namely the Capitol, Pavilion, Alhambra, Marlborough and 

the Theatre Royal which was originally built for bangsawan performances. Here, one 

of the strategies of Capitol/Amalgamated Theatres was to focus on both Hollywood 

and Indian films that would attract the ethnic minorities in Singapore. As a result, they 

dedicated the refurbished Royal Theatre for screening of largely Tamil talkies. The 

neighbouring Diamond Theatre (owned by Indian merchant Kassim Mohamed Oli 

Mohamed)83 also focused on Tamil films even though its location was nearer to the 

Chinese and Japanese enclaves. 84  The Shaw Brothers eventually took over the 

management of Pavilion, Alhambra and Marlborough in late 1930s and in 1946, 

Capitol was also acquired as their flagship theatre. 

 

2.3 Proliferation of art studios in 1920s and 1930s 

As the Capitol was located near to schools clustering in the vicinity, matinee 

was offered at a cheaper rate than the evening slots in order to attract the school-going 

crowd to the cinema theatre. The Fisher Brothers also adopted ideas proposed by Lim 

 
82 See “Mickey Mouse Club”, The Malaya Tribune, 29 September 1934, p. 2 
83 Kassim Mohamed Oli Mohamed was named as the proprietor of both Diamond and Taj Theatre in 

the newspaper article “Intimidation at Cinemas, says Owner” in The Straits Times, 27 June 1955, p. 1 
84 On the formation of the Chinese and Japanese enclaves near to where the Diamond Theatre is 

located (at North Bridge Road), see Lai Chee Kien "Multi-ethnic Enclaves around Middle Road: An 

Examination of Early Urban Settlement in Singapore", Biblioasia, 2,2 (2006): 4-11. 
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Boon Tee who would prepare Chinese translation of publicity materials originally 

printed in English. Lim was the nephew of wealthy Hokkien tea merchant Lim Keng 

Lian 林慶年 (1893-1968) and manager of You Lian Film Company 友聯影片公司 

who could converse in simple English with the Fisher Brothers.85 Apart from adjusting 

its pricing policies, film companies would also turn to outdoor posters or painted 

billboards which helped to promote films more visibly as compared to advertising in 

the local newspapers.  

By the 1930s, many art studios had been set up, including the Ru Qi Studio 汝

器畫室 founded by China-born artist Tchang Ju Chi 張汝器 (1904-1942) who was 

initially teaching art at the Yang Zheng School and Tuan Meng School in Singapore.86 

Others such as Chi Ma 赤馬 advertised itself in bilingual periodicals while the Du Geng 

Studio 杜耿畫室 provided both advertising and photography services. Xu Jun Lian 徐

君濂, art editor for the Sin Chew Jit Poh 星洲日報, started his own Da Ying Studio 大

鷹畫室 in 1941 to provide outdoor decorations and colour portraits in Singapore. In a 

way, creative marketing and translation were some handy skills adopted by different 

Chinese intellectuals in reaching out to the widest range of audience and dealing with 

the linguistic divide among different ethnic communities in Singapore.     

 
85 Lim’s friends Huang Si 黃思 and Xu Qing 徐清 also helped him to translate and draw film publicity 

materials for the Capitol Theatre in Singapore. For more details, refer to oral interview of Lim Boon 

Tee with the National Archives of Singapore, accession number 000482.  
86 Tchang Ju Chi (1904–1942) was trained in Shanghai and France before coming to Singapore in 1927 

to seek employment. He was known for his comic art and caricatures, and he created advertisements 

for the Tiger Balm ointment invented by Aw Chi Kim, the father of Aw Boon Haw. Tchang was the 

founding president of the Society of Chinese Artists in 1936. He was taken away by the Japanese 

military during the Sook Ching massacre in Singapore in 1942. For more details, see Kwa Bak Lim 

(ed.) 柯木林, Xinhua lishi renwu liezhuan 新華歷史人物列傳 (Biographies of Chinese Historical 

Personalities from Singapore) (Singapore: jiaoyu chuban gongsi, 1995), p. 110.  
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The proliferation of art studios should be understood in the context of growing 

number of modern-style Chinese schools being set up in Singapore and Malaya after 

the 1911 Revolution which provided ample teaching opportunities for China-born 

artists. For example, in 1921, it was estimated that 252 Chinese schools had been set 

up within the Straits Settlements and Federated Malay States. The total number of 

Chinese schools increased to 564 in 1924 and further increased to 665 in 1927.87  

Coupled with the professionalisation of visual art activities in Singapore by early 1930s, 

Chinese artists could choose to pursue art for livelihood (through teaching, creating 

advertisements for companies) or art-for-art sake. These artists also formed themselves 

into cultural organisations such as the Nan Sing Arts Association 南星美術研究社, 

the Nanyang Journalistic Caricature Association 南洋新聞漫畫社 as well as the 

Society of Chinese Artists 中華美術研究會 – a leading art group set up in 1935 in 

Singapore88 where Xu Jun Lian, Tchang Ju Chi, Chen Chong Swee 陳宗瑞 (1910-1985) 

and others were among its core members. They were mostly alumni from The Shanghai 

Academy of Fine Arts, Shanghai University of Art as well as the Xinhua Academy of 

Fine Arts.89 Inspired by Western art aesthetics, members of the Society of Chinese 

Artists strongly advocated the notion of art as having an educational purpose in life, 

 
87 See Regina Mabel Yung Yuet-hing, “Contribution of the Chinese to Education in the Straits 

Settlements and the Federated Malay States, 1900-1941”, Master’s Thesis, University of Malaya, 

1967, especially pp. 72-73. 
88 See Yao Meng Tong 姚夢桐, Xinjiapo zhanqian huaren meishushi lunji 新加坡戰前華人美術史論

集 (Collection of Essays on Pre-war Singapore Chinese Art History) (Singapore Society of Asian 

Studies, 1992), pp. 40-41. 
89 See “History of the Society”, The Society of Chinese Artists: 30th Anniversary Souvenir Magazine 

(Singapore: Hiap Seng, 1965). On the connection between the artists in China and Singapore as well as 

their influence on the development of the art scene in Singapore, see Yvonne Low, “Becoming 

Professional Artists in Postwar Singapore and Malaya: Developments in Art During a Time of Political 

Transition”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 46, 3 (2015): pp 463–484. 
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which steered away from the notion of art as an elitist cultural pursuit, promoted by its 

opponent, the United Artists Malaysia 南洋書畫社  which was based in Kuala 

Lumpur.90 This broad interpretation of “art-for-life” or art for the society/education 

serves as a link and common ground between art studios and film companies which 

purported to offer more than mindless entertainment in the early 20th century.  

 During the 1920s and 1930s, it was a period where numerous film distribution 

and exhibition companies in Singapore were competing to attract movie-goers to the 

theatres, giving rise to a thriving advertising business before the eruption of the Second 

World War. Not only films, British companies and European merchants sought to place 

advertisements in English newspapers and film magazines like the Singapore Cinema 

Review as a way to market their products to the communities of European and 

Anglophone readers in the region. On the other hand, some scholars estimated that 

there were at least 17 Chinese newspapers and 89 tabloid papers found to be circulating 

in Singapore between 1920 and 1929.91 The flourishing scene of Chinese newspapers 

and print materials led to a rise in demand for artistic talents as artists were not only 

involved in creating advertisements but also illustrations and cartoons to fill up the 

pages. Here, Chinese migrants were quick to spot the opportunity to reach out to non-

European merchants and readers through fusing art and the business of advertising. 

 

 
90 These China-born Chinese artists were crucial in the creation of a new form of “Nanyang” aesthetic 

that would later emerge as a distinctive character of modern art forms in Singapore after the Second 

World War. See Yao Meng Tong 姚夢桐, Xinjiapo zhanqian huaren meishushi lunji 新加坡戰前華人

美術史論集 (Collection of Essays on Pre-war Singapore Chinese Art History) (Singapore Society of 

Asian Studies, 1992).      
91 See Wu Qing Tang 吴庆棠 Xinjiapo huawenbaoye yu zhongguo 新加坡华文报业与中国 

(Singapore Chinese Newspapers and China) (Shanghai: Shanghai Social Sciences Publishing 

Company, 1997), p. 112. 
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2.4 Straits-born Chinese’s interest in the film and entertainment industries  

Considered as the most privileged class in colonial Singapore, the Straits-born 

Chinese were quick to spot opportunities in the entertainment industry. For example, 

they began to take an interest in acquiring standalone theatres like the Marlborough 

and Alhambra which were bought over by Tan Cheng Kee in 1909. Tan was a Straits-

born Chinese and eldest son of Tan Keong Saik 陳恭錫 (1850-1909) from Malacca, 

who co-founded the Straits Steamship Company in 1890 as the first Singapore shipping 

enterprise.92 He subsequently acquired another theatre known as the Palladium in 1918 

where he was once penalised for failing to submit the programme of films to the Censor 

of Cinematograph Films.93 By then, legislation had been passed to license and regulate 

theatres in 1908 while in 1912, the legislation was amended to include the monitoring 

of film content in Singapore, suggesting the growing popularity of films as leisure in 

the colonial city.  

Back then, these theatres only screened Western films in Singapore but the 

Palacegay was one of the rare few venues to break this tradition. The owner of 

Palacegay Theatre was attributed to the Straits-born Chinese Tan Quee Eng 陳桂榮 

(c.1898 - 1975) who also invested in Empire Theatre, Tong Lam Theatre and the 

Nanking Film Company in the early 20th century.94 Tan was reported in the local 

newspaper as being employed as a store-keeper for the rubber company Harrison 

 
92 On the background of Tan Keong Saik and his son, see Song Ong Siang, One Hundred Years' 

History of the Chinese in Singapore (London: J. Murray 1923), pp. 222-223. 
93 See “Film Censorship”, The Straits Times, 24 July 1918, p. 9. 
94 See “Bankruptcy Court”, Malaya Tribune, 17 October 1936, p. 14. Tan frequently made a number of 

donations to different organisations and especially schools in Singapore. See “Singapore Chinese 

Girls’ School”, Malaya Tribune, 13 February 1925, p. 6 and “Chong Nam School Building Fund”, The 

Straits Times, 19 August 1925, p. 10. 
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Barker and Company as well as a contractor who provide coolies (labourers) for the 

packing of rubber products.95 His salary with commission can reach as much as $3,000 

a month which was why he was willing to invest in cinema theatres even after he quitted 

from his job. 96 Tan eventually went bankrupt in 1936 and the Palacegay was renamed 

as Oriental Theatre 東方戲院 in the same year; it was taken over by the Shaw Brothers 

after the Second World War. Other Straits-born Chinese who also became proprietors 

of theatres at around the same period of time included Kung Tian Siong97 and Low 

Peng Soy98 who constructed Roxy in Katong (in the east side of Singapore) screening 

only Western films. Other than investing in the film industry, the Straits-born Chinese 

like Ong Boon Tat and Ong Peng Hock also constructed the New World in 1923. This 

amusement park was part and parcel of a vibrant urban night life in Singapore, made 

possible by the availability of electricity which started with the construction of the first 

coal-fired power plant at Mackenzie Road in 1906.99 In the same year, the Singapore 

Tramway Company also installed a generator to run its trams which allowed the 

Municipality to procure electricity in order to lit up the central areas and improve on 

public safety. To meet the increasing demand for electricity, the St James Power Station 

 
95 See “Kept Three Wives”, The Straits Times, 17 October 1936, Page 13 
96 Ibid. 
97 Kung donated the ticket proceedings of the opening night at his Empire Theatre to the British Red 

Cross Fund in 1916. See “The Empire Cinema”, The Straits Times, 19 December 1916, p. 7. He also 

took over the running of Harima Theatre in 1918. See “Notice”, The Straits Times, 13 August 1918, p. 

5. 
98 Low Peng Soy was born in Singapore (year unknown) and passed away in 1938. He made his 

fortune from investing in rubber plantation and property. Low was once elected to be an auditor for the 

Sze Hai Tong Bank, one of Singapore’s earliest banks established in 1907 by members of the Teochew 

community. See “The Sze Hai Tong Banking and Insurance Co., Ltd”, Malaya Tribune, 6 April 1914, 

p. 12. He was reported as the proprietor of Roxy in “The Roxy Theatre”, The Straits Times, 18 

February 1931, p. 8. 
99 See Urban Systems Studies: Energising Singapore: Balancing Liveability and Growth (Singapore: 

Centre for Liveable Cities, 2018), p. 6. An online version is accessible at 

https://www.clc.gov.sg/docs/default-source/urban-systems-studies/uss-energising-singapore.pdf. 

http://eresources.nlb.gov.sg/newspapers/Digitised/Article/straitstimes19310218-1.2.49.aspx
https://www.clc.gov.sg/docs/default-source/urban-systems-studies/uss-energising-singapore.pdf
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was constructed in 1924 and was operational in 1926 with a capacity of two 

megawatts.100 Coupled with the taking off of Singapore’s economy in the 1920s and a 

consistent population growth over time, the conditions were conducive for the 

entertainment industry to boom.  

 

2.4.1 Two groups of Straits-born Chinese: Westernised versus sinicised 

Here, we gained a glimpse of the two groups of Straits-born Chinese in 

Singapore where the sinicised batch was represented by individuals like Liu Bei Jin 

and Tan Quee Eng. Unlike Tan Cheng Kee or Low Peng Soy who were more attuned 

towards Western films, the sinicised batch acknowledged a China-Singapore 

connection and were willing to give their support towards producing or screening 

Chinese silent films in Singapore during the early 1920s. For Liu Bei Jin, he even 

volunteered to return to China as Sino-Japanese conflicts intensified during the late 

1930s. Liu was quickly trained up as a “Nanyang mechanic cum driver” 南僑機工 with 

several thousands of China-born migrants in Singapore who were recruited from the 

local Chinese society. His responsibilities included transporting food and medical 

supplies through the treacherous Yunnan-Burma Highway known for its sharp curves, 

steep slopes and constant air raids by the Japanese military. The Nanyang mechanic 

cum drivers thus played a very critical role in supporting China’s resistance efforts 

during the Second World War where sinicised Straits-born Chinese also participated. 

Liu eventually survived the war but he was later suspected to be a counter-

revolutionary spy and died in a prison in China.    

 
100 Ibid. 
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In the 1920s, three theatres in Singapore held regular screenings of Chinese 

films, namely Palacegay, Empire and Marlborough, and all three were owned by the 

Straits-born Chinese. Kung Tian Siong 孔天相 (1876-1958) who was the owner of 

Empire Theatre, also belonged to the batch of sinicised Straits-born Chinese in 

Singapore who exhibited a strong interest in learning the Chinese language and culture. 

Kung was educated at the Anglo-Chinese School in Singapore but he and his brother 

had a good command of Chinese. Both of them volunteered to return to China to 

participate in the revolutionary activities led by Sun Yat Sen. His brother, Kung Tian 

Cheng 孔天增, later became secretary of Yuan Shikai and died in Beijing. Kung 

showed a keen interest in cinema and even visited the Universal Studios in America in 

1928. He also attended the Methodist convention in Kansas City, and was known as a 

lay preacher at the Geylang Methodist Church. In 1941, he was invited to open an 

exhibition on Confucius held at the Happy World as the guest-of-honour,101 together 

with Lim Boon Keng who had championed for Confucianism and the learning of 

traditional Chinese culture among the Straits-born Chinese. Lim gave lectures and 

wrote articles to promote his ideas actively between 1894—1910 as well as between 

1921—1937 when he served as president of the Xiamen University. Lim’s efforts 

eventually led to a Confucian revival throughout Singapore, Malaya and Dutch East 

Indies during the early 20th century.   

 
101 Kung claimed that he was the 72nd generation lineal descendant of Confucius. Kung’s background 

is covered in detail in Linda Y.C. Lim, Four Chinese Families in British Colonial Malaya: Confucius, 

Christianity and Revolution (Singapore: Blurb, 2013). On the exhibition on Confucius, see 

“Kuaileshijie jinwan shenghui kongfuzi bolanhui” 快樂世界今晚盛會孔夫子博覽會, Nanyang Siang 

Pau 南洋商報, 15 August 1941, p. 21. 
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Like Lim Boon Keng, Kung saw the intrinsic cultural value of Chinese films 

for the Straits-born Chinese and does not belittle the popularity of Chinese traditional 

folktales among the local population in Singapore. This also coincided with the types 

of films frequently produced by Unique and distributed by the Shaw Brothers through 

their Hai Seng Film Company in the late 1920s. They included works such as “The 

Story of Ne Zha” 哪吒鬧海 which was part of the novel Investiture of the Gods 封神

榜 and “Kingdom of Women” 女兒國 which was based on the Journey to the West. 

Notably, Journey to the West had earlier been translated into Baba Malay for the 

Straits-born Chinese in Singapore by Chan Kim Boon in 1911 and later republished 

again by his son in 1933. There were also other translated works such as Seeh Jin Quee 

Cheng Say 薛仁貴征西 (General Xue Rengui), serialized in the local Malay newspaper 

Kabar Slalu in 1924.102 Small-scale film companies such as Pu Zhi and Tiong Nam 

distributed Chinese silent films with titles such as Niulang zhinü 牛郎織女 (The 

Cowherd and the Weaving Girl) and Mengjiangnü 孟姜女 (Lady Meng Jiang) in the 

1920s, suggesting that it was highly possible to reach out to the sinicised Straits-born 

Chinese in Singapore as well as the Peranakan/Totok communities in Dutch East Indies. 

Even though some of them may not be able to read Chinese intertitles in these silent 

films, they would have known the plot by heart from reading translation of these 

popular Chinese folktales circulating in that period. 

Another important player who participated in the film industry was the Nan 

Hua Film Company founded by Chan Kee Seng 曾幾生 (1896-1929). The company 

 
102 For a list of the Chinese literary works translated into Baba Malay, see “Peranakan Community and 

Culture” in A General History of the Chinese in Singapore (Singapore: World Scientific Publishing 

Co. Pte Ltd, 2019). 



47 
 

distributed Chinese silent films from Shanghai and screened them mostly at the 

Palacegay Theatre. Chan was born in Singapore in 1896 and he inherited the sago 

business Buan Chin Mui 萬振美 from his father who had the reputation of being the 

“King of Sago in Malaya”. His father hailed from Jieyang, Hepo, which was part of 

Chao’an, Guangdong.103 Chan’s father accumulated his wealth from growing gambier 

and pepper in Singapore and with his fortune, Chan’s father would donate regularly to 

support education back in his hometown such as building the Wu Zi School 務滋學校 

in Litang, Chao’an, in 1926. Like his father, Chan maintained a close China-Singapore 

connection through his Nan Hua Trading Company 南華貿易公司 which was known 

for importing the China-made monosodium glutamate, known as He He Fen 合和粉, 

as a way to lend his support towards the National Products Movement. More 

importantly, Chan co-founded the Nanyang Chinese Student’s Society 青年勵志社 in 

1920 with Wang Tsui Cheng 王萃琛, Li Yue Sheng 李岳生, Chen Chu Shu 陳楚書, 

Chen Hai Cheng 陳海澄, Lu Song Xing 盧松興, Lu Fu Ya 陸馥涯, Liao Tong Wei 廖

統偉, Cai Hui Sheng 蔡輝生, Xu Fu Qi 許復起 and Lai Kai Joo 黎寬裕. Most of them 

received their primary education at the Tuan Meng Primary School in Singapore, 

established in 1906 by several Teochew merchants for the local community. Apart from 

Wang Tsui Cheng and Chan who were in film distribution and exhibition,104 Lai Kai 

Joo was once appointed as a “buyer of films from Shanghai” while Cai Hui Sheng was 

manager of the Zhong Hua Shang Wu Company 中華商務公司, which distributed 

 
103 On the biography of Chan Kee Seng and his father, see Kwa Bak Lim (ed.) 柯木林, Xinhua lishi 

renwu liezhuan 新華歷史人物列傳 (Biographies of Chinese Historical Personalities from Singapore) 

(Singapore: jiaoyu chuban gongsi, 1995), p. 188.  
104 Wang Tsui Cheng was the manager of Nan Hua Film Company founded by Chan Kee Seng. 
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Chinese silent films in the 1920s too. Cai was an active member of the United Chinese 

Library, an ancillary part of the Chinese Revolution League and later, an important 

venue for gathering of Kuomintang (KMT) members in Singapore. We knew little 

about Cai’s background but he once contributed an article in Lat Pau in November 

1922 with rubber tycoon Teo Eng Hock 張永福. In September 1928, Cai also gave his 

support to starting a new Teochew clan association in Singapore, i.e. the Teochew Poit 

Ip Huay Kuan 新加坡潮州八邑會館. Other merchants who participated were Lim Nee 

Soon 林義順, nephew of Teo Eng Hock, Lee Wee Nam 李偉南, chairman of the Sze 

Hai Tong Banking & Insurance Company Ltd and Yeo Chan Boon 楊纘文, founder of 

the Chop Yong Guan Seng 永元成號 which sold local produce, suggesting that Cai 

was most likely a well-to-do merchant himself.  

 

2.4.2 The two groups of Straits-born Chinese and their investment in film 

industry  

Chan Kee Seng represented the batch of sinicised Straits-born Chinese in 

Singapore who envisaged using films for an educational purpose. This can be seen in 

the types of activities arranged by the Nanyang Chinese Student’s Society founded by 

Chan, who emphasised that its establishment was directly inspired by the May Fourth 

Movement in China. Apart from organising night classes in the 1920s and 1930s, its 

members arranged for the screening of Chinese films as a way to promote film 

appreciation and literacy.105 They also invited Hou Yao 侯曜 (1903-1942) to share on 

 
105 See “Qingnianlizhishe xiaoxi” 青年励志志社消息, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 22 March 1930, 

p. 7. 
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cinematography 106 when he was engaged by the Shaw Brothers to direct Malay films 

as well as Luo Ming You 羅明佑 (1900-1967), founder of Lianhua Film Company in 

Shanghai, to share on the development of Chinese films when he stopover in Singapore 

in 1941. 107 The Nanyang Chinese Student’s Society remained an active cultural group 

in organising various lectures, drama performances, art exhibitions and sports events 

up till the Japanese Occupation of Singapore in 1942. It even launched the Youth 

Magazine 青年 in 1929 which was published twice a month, to advocate social reforms 

and refute superstitious beliefs. Its members recalled that they were one of the few 

cultural organisations founded in Singapore to promote modern Chinese drama and to 

encourage the use of Mandarin among themselves. 

On the other hand, participants like Ho Ah Loke (whose original name is 

Abraham Hoalim)(1901-1982) represented the batch of Westernised Babas who was 

once described as “speak no Chinese, losing their Chinese names, tending to disappear 

into the non-Chinese population, or [had] a foreigners’ ignorance of China”.108 His 

father Ho A-Lim had moved to the colony of British Guiana in 1859 and converted to 

Christianity; they made their fortune from the selling of grocery items and spirit to the 

labourers working mostly in the sugar plantations.109 Ho was born in 1901 in British 

 
106 See “Qingnianlizhishe yuehui” 青年勵志社月會, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 26 May 1940, p. 

6. 
107 See “Luo Ming You zuo zai Qingnianlizhishe” 羅明佑昨在青年勵志社, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋

商報, 18 January 1941, p. 9 
108 See Laura Hall, "The Arrival and Settlement of the Chinese in 19lh century British Guiana”, in 

Wang Ling-chi and Wang Gungwu (eds.), The Chinese Diaspora: Selected Essays Vol II (Singapore: 

Marshall-Cavendish, 1998).  
109 Ho A-Lim married Mary Chung Swee who was also a Christian convert. He then took the name of 

Thomas Ho-A-Lim, thereafter Thomas Hoalim, where a practice common among the locally 

Christianised Chinese in British Guiana was to merge name and surname to form a new surname. Ho’s 

only daughter Rosaline Hoalim later became a well-known female lawyer and married Lim Cheng Ean 

from Penang. The children of Hoalims later left British Guiana and struck out on their own, preferring 

to travel eastwards to explore opportunities in Malaya and Singapore as either businessmen or 
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Guiana and studied in Edinburgh and Penang before pursuing engineering at the Hong 

Kong University. He was the brother-in-law of wealthy Straits-born Chinese merchant 

Lim Cheng Ean (1889-1987) from Penang.110 Lim’s family accumulated their fortune 

by supplying rice to workers in the Western-owned plantations in Wellesley (in Penang) 

and he was once appointed as the non-executive member of the Straits Settlements 

Legislative Council as well as elected president of the Straits Chinese British 

Association in Penang in the 1930s. Ho’s foray into the film industry started in early 

1920s with screening of Western silent films on portable equipment in various parts of 

Malaya. Subsequently, in 1926, he began to buy over the Union Hall in Ipoh, the Sun 

Theatre in Taiping as well as other venues for film screening in Telok Anson, Kampar 

and Klang, where he acquired the Regal in 1934. He also owned a chain of Odeon 

(cinema) in Bangkok, Penang, Malacca, Ipoh and Singapore which was eventually sold 

to the Shaw Brothers.111  

Another example of the Westernised Babas/Straits-born Chinese deeply 

involved in the industry was Loke Wan Tho112 陸運濤 (1915-1964) who formed the 

 
professionals. For more details, see memoir of Rosaline Hoalim’s eldest daughter Lim Phaik Gan in 

Kaleidoscope: the memoirs of P.G. Lim (Petaling Jaya, Selangor: Strategic Information and Research 

Development Centre, 2012). 
110 On the background of Lim Cheng Ean and Ho Ah Loke, also see Lim Kean Siew, The Eye over the 

Golden Sands: The Memoirs of a Penang family (Petaling Jaya: Pelanduk Publications, 1997) and Neil 

Khor, “Interculturalism, Empire and the Nation State: A Portrait of the Lim Cheng Ean Family”, in 

Nishimura Masanari (ed.), Cultural Reproduction on its Interface: From the Perspectives of Text, 

Diplomacy, Otherness, and Tea in East Asia (Osaka, Japan: Institute for Cultural Interaction Studies, 

Kansai University, 2010) 
111 On the chain of Odeon previously owned by Ho Ah Loke, see “New Loke Theatre Deal”, Malaya 

Tribune, 19 October 1948, p. 8. This was also noted in William Van der Heide, Malaysian Cinema, 

Asian Film: Border Crossings and National Cultures (Amsterdam University Press, 2002), pp. 118-

119. 
112 Loke was born in Kuala Lumpur and son of business tycoon Loke Yew, who had earlier moved to 

Singapore from Guangdong in 1858. Loke Yew made his fortune through revenue farming, tin mining 

and rubber. For more details, see Leo Suryadinata (ed.) Southeast Asian Personalities of Chinese 

Descent: A Biographical Dictionary (Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 2012), pp. 697–

700. 
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Associated Theatres in 1935. He was assisted by Max Barker, manager of the United 

Artist Corporation in Singapore and later, John Ede, his classmate from Cambridge 

University. They chose to screen predominantly Western films; when the Japanese 

Occupation of Singapore ended in 1945, Loke recruited a number of South-bound 

Chinese intellectuals and made plans to produce high quality Mandarin films in Hong 

Kong. These films can then be supplied to his own chain of theatres including the 

Pavilion in Kuala Lumpur as well as the Cathay in Singapore, completed in 1939. He 

also collaborated with Ho Ah Loke in 1953 who had a similar trajectory, moving from 

film exhibition and distribution to film production through his Keris Film Studios set 

up in 1951.113  

 

2.5 The arrival of other Chinese players in Singapore’s film industry 

2.5.1 The Cantonese community  

Other than the Straits-born Chinese, the film industry saw the involvement of 

the Cantonese, Hokkiens and Teochews. An example of a film company set up by the 

Cantonese was the Nan Hai Film Company. It was founded by Huang Jing Yi 黃敬一 

(1893-1937) who hailed from Nanhai, Guangdong. Huang also advertised himself as 

the representative of Shanghai Ming Xing Film Company 明星影片公司 and would 

bring in films from Shanghai Da Zhong Hua Bai He 上海大中華百合公司, Shen Zhou 

神州影片公司, Kai Xin 開心影片公司, Shanghai 上海影片公司, Dong Fang 東方影

 
113 Keris' first film was Perwira Lautan Teguh made in 1951. This was followed by Setia and Ramlee 

Ramlah, both directed by Jaafar Wiryo and written by A. Razak, in 1952. However, the negatives of 

both films were said to be lost when transported to London for processing. See P.G Lim, 

Kaleidoscope: the memoirs of P.G. Lim (Petaling Jaya, Selangor: Strategic Information and Research 

Development Centre, 2012), p. 39. 
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片公司, Tong Peng 通朋影片公司 and Chang Cheng 長城影片公司. After the film 

company was shut down (possibly by the early 1930s), Huang returned to China and 

served in the military. He died during the battle at Nanjing in December 1937. It was 

reported that the Shanghai Theatre 上海影戲院 was one of its regular screening venues 

and the theatre was reputed to be the biggest in Penang. Huang also exhibited films in 

Bukit Mertajam 大山腳 within Penang and in Sungai Petani 雙溪大年 which was the 

largest town in Kedah. The company collaborated with smaller players like Anglo-

Chinese 中西影片公司, Lian He 聯合影片公司, Tiong Nam 中南影片公司, Shu 

Heng 書衡影片公司, and Lang Hua 浪花影片公司, of which Li Xi Lang 李西浪 

(1898-1972), founder of Lang Hua Film Company, continued to be active in the 

industry up till the late 1930s. Here, Huang seeks collaboration with film companies 

whose founders need not necessarily hailed from the same Guangdong province as him. 

This is evident from the founders of Anglo-Chinese and Tiong Nam, who traced their 

ancestry to Yongchun and Kinmen respectively. 114   

 

2.5.2 The Hokkien community  

The largest Chinese dialect group in Singapore was the Hokkien and they were 

represented by the Nanyang Film Company. It was set up in 1923 by Wang Yu Ting 

 
114 Liu Bei Jin is the founder of Anglo-Chinese. His father was born in Yongchun and made his fortune 

from growing rubber in Singapore. The founder of Tiong Nam is Huang Yuan Jian 黃淵鑑 whose 

ancestry is traced to Kinmen. He was reported in the Chinese newspaper in Singapore as a comprador 

for the China Navigation Company Limited in 1930s. He made a number of donations to various 

institutions including Chinese Industrial and Commercial Continuation School 南洋工商補習學校 

and the Chinese Kindergarten 星洲幼稚園 in early 1920s. He also had an office in Surabaya 泗水 (in 

Indonesia) which handled film distribution in 1925. For more details on Huang’s biography, see 

Sanshinian zhi Gongshan: 1921-1950 三十年之工商: 1921-1950 (Thirty Years of the Chinese 

Industrial & Commercial Continuation School), (Singapore: Nanyanggongshang buxixuexiao, 1950).  
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王雨亭 (1892-1967), Wang Xuan Hua 王宣化 (1896-1980) and Gui Hua Shan 桂華

山 (1896-1987) where they had all completed their education outside China with some 

years of working experience in the Dutch East Indies, Malay Federated States and the 

Philippines which was then under the American rule. United by a common cause to 

promote education among the Chinese diaspora, the founders of Nanyang Film 

Company saw a possibility to fuse education with entertainment, similar to Chan Kee 

Seng. 115 Both Wang Yu Ting and Wang Xuan Hua knew each other while working for 

the Chinese newspaper Pingmin ribao 平民日報 whereas Gui Hua Shan and Wang Yu 

Ting collaborated for a fund-raising activity in Manila and became acquaintances. 116 

They would regularly screen Chinese silent films at the Marlborough which was owned 

by the Straits-born Chinese Tan Cheng Kee. They also rented the Palacegay Theatre in 

Singapore, Yi Jing Yuan 一景園 in Kuala Lumpur and the Zhong Guo Yuan 中國院 

in Ipoh as venues for film screening. In order to cater to more audience, they would 

utilise mobile screening equipment to exhibit films brought in by other companies such 

as Lian Yuan, Tiong Nam, Da Zhong and Xin Hua across various parts of Malaya.   

It was known that Gui Hua Shan started his own enterprise, the Zhong Hua 

Commercial Company 中華商業有限公司 , before entering the business of film 

 
115 Wang Yu Ting founded a film critic club and a film magazine Yingmu pinglun 銀幕評論 in 

Shanghai in 1925. Its founding members include Wang Hei Die 王黑蝶, Huang Qi Bai 黃起白, Zheng 

Yi Zi 鄭益滋, Wang Shuang Lian 王雙蓮, Lu Fu Ya 陸馥涯 and others. Lu Fu Ya is also a member of 

the Nanyang Chinese Student’s Society in Singapore. The film magazine Yingmu pinglun stopped 

publishing after two issues.  
116 Filmmaker José Nepomuceno set up the Malayan Movies in 1917 in Manila and it was the earliest 

domestic film company found throughout Southeast Asia. Given that Wang Yu Ting, Wang Xuan Hua 

and Gui Hua Shan were all staying or working for a period of time in Manila too, their venture into 

film exhibition was likely to be inspired by what they saw in the colonial city of Manila as well as in 

Shanghai. On José Nepomuceno, see Joe Quirino, Don José and the Early Philippine Cinema (Quezon 

City: Phoenix Publishing House, 1983). 
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exhibition. Gui was born in Jinjiang, Anhai, in 1896 and he participated in the Second 

Revolution launched by Sun Yat Sen in 1913. In 1918, he moved to Manila to find 

employment and slowly accumulated his fortune. He was acquainted with Su Qiu 

Sheng 蘇秋生 (1900-1976) who would enter the film industry much later than him. In 

1925, Gui was nominated as board member of the Chinese Chamber of Commerce in 

Manila and he advocated the use of Mandarin as the medium of instruction in Chinese 

schools set up in Philippines, possibly inspired by his brief stint in Singapore. In 1942, 

he was captured by the Japanese military who had occupied Philippines and was only 

released after the war. Gui used to serve as director of charitable organisations such as 

hospitals and orphanage (Po Leung Kuk) in Hong Kong. He donated a sum of 

HK$400,000 for the building of the Kwei Wah Shan College which is still around today. 

He passed away in Hong Kong on 9 March 1987. 

Among the three Hokkien founders of Nanyang Film Company, both Wang Yu 

Ting and Wang Xuan Hua eventually returned to China. Wang Yu Ting was born in 

Quanzhou in 1892 and he used to be the editor of Pingmin ribao in Manila. He later 

helped to revive the newspaper Min zhong bao 民鐘報 in Xiamen and co-founded 

Qianqu ribao 前驅日報 with Zhuang Xi Quan 莊希泉 (1888-1988) in 1932 when he 

moved to the Philippines. Wang joined the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1938 

and was nominated as a member of the National Committee of the Chinese People's 

Political Consultative Conference, following the establishment of the People’s 

Republic of China in 1949. He passed away in Beijing in 1967. Wang Xuan Hua was 

born in Nan’an and was also known as Wang Yan Zhi 王炎之. When he was 18, he 

moved to Philippines to find employment and later studied business at a university 
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there. In 1917, he was employed as translator by the Chinese embassy in Philippines 

as he was competent in English, Japanese, Russian and Spanish. He founded Pingmin 

ribao in Manila in 1919 and was its manager. Wang left for Singapore in 1923 and was 

involved in the business of film distribution. Subsequently, he chose to further his 

studies at the Waseda University in Tokyo and returned to teach in Shanghai Quan 

Zhang Secondary School 上海泉漳中學 in 1930. He joined the CCP in 1932 and 

travelled to Ipoh in 1934 to become the editor of Zhonghua chenbao 中華晨報. In 1938, 

Wang was evicted by the colonial authorities together with three other members for 

organizing strikes in Malaya. He was later assigned a number of political positions in 

China during the 1950s and 1960s and retired in 1972. Wang passed away in his 

hometown at the age of 84.    

 

2.5.3 The Shaw Brothers from Ningpo  

To a certain extent, the Shaw Brothers’ foray into the film industry in Singapore 

was hardly a bed of roses. When Runme Shaw 邵仁枚 (1901-1985) first arrived in 

1925 to start distributing films produced by Unique, he noticed that the local market 

was already monopolised by merchants from the three main Chinese dialect groups.117 

Things were improved by 1927 when Run Run Shaw 邵逸夫 (1907-2014) managed to 

secure the rental of the Empire from Kung Tian Siong to which they would have a 

permanent base for film screening in Singapore. The Shaw Brothers also started the 

film magazine Hai Xing to promote their films and in 1930, Runme Shaw made the 

 
117 Runme Shaw recalled this difficult period in his oral interview with the National Archives of 

Singapore, accession number 000059. It was also reported in “The Man behind a Film Empire”, The 

Straits Times, 16 February 1988, p. 3. 
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decision to venture into making talkies (sound films). The following year, the Shaw 

studio in Shanghai made its first talkie Gechang chunse 歌場春色 (Romance of the 

Opera) and screened it in Singapore118 as Western talkies were beginning to attract 

local audience. 

It was reported that a Chinese documentary with sound had earlier been 

screened at the Palacegay on 18 March 1930119 even though Chinese feature films with 

sound would only be screened in greater proportion in Singapore two years later. A 

popular venue would be at one of the two theatres within the Great World which was 

set up in 1931 by Lee Choon Yung.120 A series of Cantonese talkies such as Baijinlong 

白金龍  (White Platinum Dragon) 121  and Zhengzha 掙扎  (Struggle) which were 

 
118 The film was reported to arrive in Singapore shortly after an advertisement was made, announcing 

that it will be screened at Tivoli. See “China Films”, Malaya Tribune, 16 November 1931, p. 7. The 

film continued to be exhibited at numerous locations till 1932.    
119 See “Zhonghuaxiyuan jinwan kaiying youshengdianying” 中華戲院今晚開映有聲電影, Nanyang 

Siang Pau 南洋商報, 18 March 1930, p. 6. 
120 See “Gechangchunse dashijie mingri fangying” 歌塲春色大世界明日放映, Nanyang Siang Pau 南

洋商報, 30 August 1932, p. 8. It was reported that there are two theatres in Great World, one dedicated 

to sound films and the other to silent films. Whereas in the New World, there are three theatres, one 

dedicated to sound films and two to silent films. See “Zhongguo yingpian zai xing fazhan nan” 中國影

片在星發展難, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 20 July 1932, p. 7.   
121 White Platinum Dragon was often described as one of the top-grossing films in Guangzhou, Hong 

Kong, Macau and Southeast Asia when it was first screened in 1933. The success of this Cantonese 

talkie spurred more sound films in Cantonese even though the Chinese Nationalist government tried to 

impose a ban on Cantonese-language film productions with little success, prior to the Second World 

War. Starring the well-known Cantonese opera actor Sit Kok-sin, White Platinum Dragon was adapted 

from a Hollywood silent film titled Grand Duchess and the Waiter. Given its popularity, there were 

few advertisements on the film in the Chinese newspapers circulated in Singapore. The film was 

deemed unworthy in the Chinese newspaper Nanyang Siang Pau but it garnered a positive review in 

the English newspaper Malaya Tribune where the reviewer described it as “[one] of the finest Chinese 

talkies shown in Singapore” and confirmed that it “drew crowded houses” when it was screened at the 

Marlborough and Empire Theatre. See “Cantonese Talkie at the Marlborough”, Malaya Tribune, 11 

January 1934, p. 10. For review of the film in the Chinese newspaper, see “ping Xiangcaomeiren” 評 

《香草美人》, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 18 March 1934, p. 1. On the reception of the film, see 

Zhou Chengren, “Shanghai’s Unique Film Productions and Hong Kong’s Early Cinema,” in Wong 

Ain-ling (ed.) The Shaw Screen: A Preliminary Study (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Film Archive, 2003). 

On the socio-cultural significance of the film in the 1930s, see Kenny Ng K.K. “The Way of The 

Platinum Dragon: Xue Juexian and the Sound of Politics in 1930s Cantonese Cinema” in Emilie Yeh 

Yueh-yu (ed.) Early Film Culture in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Republican China: Kaleidoscopic 

Histories (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2018). 



57 
 

produced by Unique, were also exhibited in Singapore in 1933 but no films shot in 

Hokkien and Teochew was produced or screened at that period even though it was the 

most commonly-spoken dialect among the local Chinese population. Mandarin talkies 

such as Jiemeihua 姊妹花 (The Twin Sisters) which was completed in the same year 

as Struggle by Ming Xing, was scheduled for screening only in 1934. This belatedness 

did not suggest that The Twin Sisters was unpopular in Singapore122 but the language 

used in the film (which was Mandarin) was once pointed out by a viewer from 

Seremban to contribute to its less than ideal reception in Malaya.123 Nevertheless, the 

overall impression of these early Chinese sound films was one of inferior quality when 

compared to Western talkies, with some critics disparaging the poor use of music in a 

number of these Chinese talkies which had been screened previously in Singapore. 124 

In November 1933, the Shaw Brothers sold close to 200 silent films to Su Qiu 

Sheng and Lien Ying Chow 連瀛洲 (1906-2004) who had just started their own Xin 

Xing Film Company 新興影片公司 in Singapore. For now, Hai Seng was to specialise 

in distributing Chinese sound films amidst the generally negative review by film critics 

in that period of time. In fact, they were among the earliest to attempt equipping the 

Tivoli Theatre for the screening of both Western and Chinese talkies in 1930. They 

also chose to specialise in Cantonese films which would be shot and produced in Hong 

 
122 The film’s screening on 3 July attracted 2147 audience when it was exhibited at two theatres in 

Singapore. See “Jiemeihua maizuo dapo jilu” 姊妹花賣座打破紀錄, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 6 

July 1934, p. 7. 
123 See “guan Jiemeihua hou” 觀姊妹花後, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 2 September 1934, p. 8. 

When Chinese sound films are being introduced in Singapore, some viewers felt that as long as the 

story of these films are good, the language (which is Mandarin or Guoyu which was referred in the 

article) used in films did not matter. See “xiwang Zhongguo de dianyingjie zhe” 希望中國的電影界

者, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 8 August 1930, p. 20. 
124 See “Zhongguo youshengpian zhi shi de guancha” 中國有聲片之史的觀察, Nanyang Siang Pau 

南洋商報, 21 October 1934, p. 13. 
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Kong when Runje Shaw established a film production studio at To Kwa Wan, Kowloon, 

in 1934. These Cantonese talkies would mostly be screened either at the theatres within 

New World or Great World, usually starring famous Cantonese opera performers like 

Sit Kok-sin 薛覺先  and his wife Tong Suet-hing 唐雪卿 . The strong appeal of 

Cantonese opera performers by audience in Singapore as well as other parts of 

Southeast Asia, eventually led to the emergence of single-film companies 一片公司 

and “shotgun” productions 七日鮮 in Hong Kong. After the Second World War, 

Cantonese films continued to account for the highest quantity among Chinese films 

which were imported into Singapore and Malaya, followed by Mandarin and Amoy 

films. 125   

 

2.6 The Great Depression and its implications on Singapore’s film industry  

The Great Depression in 1929 should be seen as a turning point in Singapore’s 

film industry as the myriad of players in the field rushed to configure new strategies 

for survival. One of it was to develop a chain of theatres in Singapore which allowed 

film companies much clout in negotiating exhibition contracts. For example, Li Xi 

Lang, Su Qiu Sheng, Li Cheng Gong 李承恭, Su Wei Lian 蘇威廉, Hu Lang Man 胡

浪曼 and Wang Dao Ming 王道明 co-invested in the Jubilee Theatre in Singapore 

where they would screen Mandarin and Cantonese films. Together with the Palacegay 

Theatre, the Atlantic Theatre 大西洋戲院 in Great World and the Glory Theatre 光榮

戲院 in Happy World, these four theatres would screen Mandarin talkies as one chain 

 
125 This observation is made by film director Yi Shui 易水 in page 14 of his book Malaiyahua 

huayudianing wenti 馬來亞化華語電影問題 (Singapore: Nanyang yinshuashe, 1959).   
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prior to the fall of Singapore in 1942,126 spanning the central and northeastern parts of 

Singapore.127 Among them, Su Qiu Sheng and Hu Lang Man commanded a degree of 

respect within their respective clan association and both represented the “Hokkien 

clique” in the Singapore film industry. Su used to be the President of Singapore Chin 

Kang Huay Kuan 晉江會館 for the years 1951 to 1954 and 1957 to 1960128 while Hu 

used to be the President of Singapore Eng Teng Association 永定會館 between 1967 

and 1983.129 Su Qiu Sheng was born in Jinjiang and he had previously worked in the 

Philippines as a journalist. He was acquainted with Wang Xuan Hua before coming to 

 
126 For the development of Jubilee Theatre and its chain of theatres, see Koh Qiumei, “The Network of 

Jubilee Theatre in Singapore”, Final Year Project, Nanyang Technological University, 2016. 
127 Happy World was the newest addition to the pre-war amusement parks. It was completed in 1937 

by George Lee who owned the Nanyang Siang Pau and George Lee Motors. He is also Lee Kong 

Chian's brother, a prominent Chinese businessman and philanthropist who made his fortune through 

the Lee Rubber Company in 1931. Lee hailed from Nan’an, Fujian. Happy World is located on a 10-

acre tract along Geylang Road, in the northeastern part of Singapore. Geylang was established during 

the early 1840s when the colonial government resettled the Malay community to the area. It was first 

known as Geylang Kelapa, suggesting the possibility of coconut (kelapa in Malay) plantations in the 

area. The early Malay migrants usually lived in houses built on stilts over the Kallang Basin while the 

Geylang Road was constructed to connect the city to this area. An electric tramline also serve the 

population and the Malays were known to cultivate lemongrass (serai in Malay) as a cash crop too. By 

the early 20th century, Geylang had expanded into two parts separated by the river. The eastern part 

(which is Geylang Serai today) was populated by the Malays who were largely engaged in farming or 

agriculture. The western area was divided into a series of lanes termed “lorongs”, and was mainly 

inhabited by the Chinese migrants. Shops were set up by the Chinese strategically between the Kallang 

and Geylang Rivers, providing goods and services, such as jewellery and pawn shops. See 

“Conservation Masterplan: Geylang Old Town” by Urban Redevelopment Authority, 

https://www.ura.gov.sg/Conservation-Portal/Explore/History?bldgid=GYLG.  
128 For biography of Su Qiu Sheng, see Kwa Bak Lim 柯木林 (ed.), Xinhua lishi renwu liezhuan 新華

歷史人物列傳 (Biographies of Chinese Historical Personalities from Singapore) (Singapore: jiaoyu 

chuban gongsi, 1995), pp. 52-53. He was a journalist with the Pingmin ribao in Manila, set up by 

Wang Xuan Hua. In 1924, he came to Singapore and was employed as editor for the Dianying fukan 

電影副刊 which was used to promote the various films brought in by Wang’s film company. Su also 

edited the magazine Man Wu Luo 曼舞羅 for a brief period which lasted till 1929. 
129 See Yongding huiguan lijie zhengfuhuizhang mingdan 永定會館歷屆正副會長名單 (Names of 

President and Vice President of the Singapore Eng Teng Association), accessible at  

http://engteng.org.sg/%E5%8E%86%E5%B1%8A%E4%BC%9A%E9%95%BF/. Hu Lang Man 

(1908-1991) was once editor for Sin Chew Jit Poh in Singapore and acquainted with Yu Da Fu and 

Chinese artist Liu Haisu. He was arrested by the Japanese during the fall of Singapore in 1942 but later 

managed to escape to Pahang, Malaya, with his family. For more details on Hu, see Luo Ming (ed.) 

Songs of the South: Research Materials on Chinese Authors in Singapore, 1920-1965 (Singapore: 

Singapore Literature Society & National Library Board, 2003), pp. 92-93. 

https://www.ura.gov.sg/Conservation-Portal/Explore/History?bldgid=GYLG
http://engteng.org.sg/%E5%8E%86%E5%B1%8A%E4%BC%9A%E9%95%BF/
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Singapore. Su set up the Dong Ya Film Company 東亞影片公司 which had a regular 

working relationship with the Palacegay Theatre130 東方戲院 in Singapore as well as 

the Tong Le Theatre in Kuala Lumpur for the screening of Chinese films. He also 

worked with operators in Penang, Ipoh, Perak and North Borneo to exhibit Chinese 

films, all of which were mostly mining towns in Malaya and under the British colonial 

rule. Eventually, in September 1940, Su sold off his business and film rights to the 

Shaw Brothers and exited the film industry.   

Both Su Qiu Sheng and Wang Dao Ming shared a close relationship with Li Xi 

Lang and Hu Lang Man who were editors of various short-lived Chinese newspaper in 

Singapore. Among their circle of friends were prominent South-bound Chinese 

intellectuals like Yu Da Fu 郁達夫 and Fu Wu Men 傅無悶 who arrived in Singapore 

in the late 1930s. Wang also collaborated with Bu Wan Cang 卜萬蒼 in 1950 to set up 

the Tai Shan Film Company 泰山影片公司 in Hong Kong where they focus on 

producing “serious” Mandarin films. They were also part of the organising committee 

for the Malaya Film Education Association 馬來亞電影教育協會 set up in August 

1941, which was a branch of the China Film Education Association 中國電影教育協

會 set up in 1932. By organising various cultural and literary activities through the 

Nanyang Chinese Student’s Society 131  in Singapore, these merchants tried to 

distinguish themselves as more than just profit-seeking individuals like the Shaw 

Brothers.  

 
130 Palacegay was renamed as Oriental Theatre in 1950; it ceased operation in 2000.  
131 Wang Dao Ming and Hu Lang Man were members of the Nanyang Chinese Student’s Society, see 

“Qingnianlizhishe tan wang” 青年勵志社談往, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 12 August 1979, p. 20. 
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Nevertheless, while the Hokkien merchants may earn a good reputation in the 

industry for their “social conscience”, they lacked the ability to adjust quickly to 

changing audience preferences and to invest more swiftly in new venues (such as 

amusement parks)132 as well as technology which would facilitate the transition from 

silent to sound films by the mid-1930s. They also did not venture into Chinese film 

production but chose to rely on buying Chinese films instead. As a result, they soon 

lost out to strong players like the Shaw Brothers and Loke Wan Tho who were quick 

to initiate changes in their development plans. 

 

2.7 Adjusting their strategy - the Shaw Brothers in the 1950s and 1960s 

The Second World War disrupted Chinese film production in Shanghai, thus 

forcing the Shaw Brothers to change their strategy and source for suitable non-Chinese 

films in order to fill up slots for screening schedules across their numerous theatres 

acquired by the late 1930s. The ready availability of talents from the bangsawan 

troupes in Singapore invited to perform in the Worlds, greatly facilitated the production 

of Malay films as seen from how the husband-and-wife team Haji Gong and Tina binte 

Madikin was recruited to act in Hanchor Hati (1941). Others like Siput Sarawak who 

acted in Chinta (1948) with P. Ramlee also started in her family’s travelling Seri Noran 

Opera, a bangsawan troupe that used to perform throughout Malaya and Borneo prior 

to the fall of Singapore. Apart from Malay films, it was observed that Indian films were 

 
132 For example, in 1938, the Shaw Brothers had entered into a 50-50 joint venture with the owner of 

the New World and even bought over the Great World in 1941. This is on top of their existing 

ownership of amusement parks in Ipoh and Alor Star (in the Federated Malay States), acquired in 

1935. For more details, see Yung Sai-shing’s article in Poshek Fu (ed.), China Forever: Shaw Brothers 

and Diasporic Cinema (Urbana-Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2008), especially pp. 137-

143. 
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just as popular with the audience in Singapore and Malaya, even though these films did 

not have any subtitles nor dubbed in the vernacular languages. Among the non-Indian 

audience, the songs and dances in these Indian films left an indelible impression as 

seen from oral interviews with people who recounted their movie-going experience in 

the 1950s.133 Nevertheless, Malay films would eventually come to dominate local 

filmmaking in the post-war era because Malay can be understood by the audience in 

Singapore, Malaya and the Dutch East Indies. In fact, it was the lingua franca in the 

region for centuries and could be understood by Malays as well as the 

Peranakans/Babas/Straits-born Chinese. In 1928, Malay (Bahasa Indonesia) was also 

chosen by nationalist intellectuals to be the unifying language for the Dutch-controlled 

Indonesia in its struggle for independence. Given the connection between the realm of 

entertainment and print culture in the Dutch East Indies and Singapore during the early 

20th century, development in ideologies of nationalism was also reflected in Malay 

films, literary works, magazines and newspapers circulated after the Second World 

War in both places.134  

Having said so, there were instances where audience in Singapore complained 

that some Malay films such as Mutiara (1940) contained foreign-sounding speeches 

and plots which failed to depict customary approaches to Malay life.135 Others saw 

films as an accessible medium to spread their message of modernity and the urgency 

to transform the Malay film industry in Singapore which had been dominated by 

 
133 Andy Young, a Chinese singer with the well-known Singapore pop-band Silver Strings, once 

recalled watching the blockbuster movie Aan (1952) at the Garrick Theatre. He was invited to the 

catch the film at the insistence of his Malay neighbour. See Young’s personal blog “Singapore 60s: 

Andy’s Pop Music Influence”, accessible at http://singapore60smusic.blogspot.com . 
134 See Timothy P. Barnard “Film Melayu: Nationalism, modernity and film in a pre-World War Two 

Malay magazine”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 41, 1 (2010): 47-70. 
135 See “Ruangan alam cinema”, Warta Jenaka, 1 August 1940 (no page number). 

http://singapore60smusic.blogspot.com/
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Chinese directors like Hou Yao, Wan Hoi Ling and Indian directors like L. Krishnan. 

Scholars like Jan Van der Putten also noted how the Great Depression had earlier 

served as catalyst for an intensification of consumerism where the Malay population 

was belatedly introduced to the “art of consumerism” and how it could constitute an 

integral part of modern living in Singapore and Malaya.136 The talented Malay actor 

cum musician P. Ramlee thus infused some of these discussions in his films after he 

was given free rein to direct under the Malay Film Productions (MFP) Limited, set up 

by the Shaw Brothers in 1949 in Singapore.  

To stay ahead of the competition, the Shaw Brothers were known to keep a tight 

control over budget in MFP and kept the wages low except for a few selected actors 

like P. Ramlee who enjoyed high popularity. During the early 1950s, Indian directors 

were entrusted to handle Malay films because they were deemed to be more 

experienced and had a good understanding of the audience preference. Malay 

journalists Jamil Sulong and Omar Rojik had to learn the ropes for a couple of years 

by observing the Indian film directors on set before they could qualify as assistant 

director or dialogue writer in MFP. At the same time, Runde Shaw instructed 

executives to cut down on unnecessary expenditures and to keep a close watch on the 

entire production cycle, limiting it to less than 10 days.137 Film scripts were also vetted 

to ensure that the work would be sensitive towards Malay cultural norms and social 

values.138 This particular job was handled by Chua Boon Hean 蔡文玄 (1905-1995). 

 
136 See Jan Van der Putten “Negotiating the Great Depression: The Rise of Popular Culture and 

Consumerism in Early-1930s Malaya”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 41, 1 (2010): 21-45. 
137 On the Shaw enterprise, see Stephanie Chung Po-yin, “The Industrial Evolution of a Fraternal 

Enterprise: The Shaw Brothers and the Shaw Enterprise”, in Wong Ain-ling (ed.), The Shaw Screen: A 

Preliminary Study (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Film Archive, 2003).  
138 An example is pointed out by Adeline Kueh Siaw-Hiu who noted that in Putus Harapan (1953), the 

closing scene in which the male lead lifted the dead female lead onto a funeral pyre was deemed as 
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Chua also penned the script for Sri Menanti (1958) which was dubbed in Mandarin 

after its initial release in Singapore as a Malay film with a new title called Malai 

fengyue 馬來風月. 

Cathay-Keris set up by Loke Wan Tho and Ho Ah Loke took a different 

approach to Malay filmmaking after the war. They granted greater creative autonomy 

to their film directors and pursued a policy of making quality films in Singapore. Malay 

actor turned activist S. Roomai Noor was one such example who left MFP after starring 

in Chinta (1948) with P. Ramlee, to become a director with Cathay-Keris in the 1950s. 

Popular Malay actress Maria Menado was also given the chance to become the first 

female producer in Southeast Asia and her works such as Siti Zubaidah (1961), Raja 

Bersiong (1963), Pontianak Kembali (1964) and others were distributed and exhibited 

by Cathay-Keris.139 In fact, Cathay-Keris pioneered a series of Malay horror films after 

1957, starring Maria Menado as an attractive “Pontianak” female vampire. It was so 

popular that the film was screened for three months in Singapore and even dubbed in 

Cantonese for the audience in Hong Kong. Cathay-Keris then engaged film director L. 

Krishnan to produce their next big hit Orang Minyak (1958) where the main protagonist 

was depicted as an elusive figure covered in black oil, committing a series of crimes in 

the rural village in the middle of the night.  

The company was also not averse to lend support towards the ongoing political 

campaigns of Malayanisation in the 1950s and 1960s. Their film directors actively 

 
disrespectful. See “The Filmic Representation of Malayan Women: An Analysis of Malaysian Films 

from the 1950s and 1960s”, Master’s thesis, Murdoch University, 1997, p. 5. 
139 On the biography of Maria Menado and her collaboration with Cathay-Keris, see “Women, Film, 

and Modern Malay Identities” in Susie Protschky & Tom van den Berge eds, Modern Times in 

Southeast Asia, 1920s-1970s, (Boston: Brill, 2018). 
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incorporated historical works such as Hikayat Hang Tuah and classic Malay texts such 

as the Sejarah Melayu in order to reflect more accurately the Malay culture and Malay 

sensibilities in films. For example, Hussain Haniff’s Hang Jebat was based on a radio 

play by local Malay writer Ali Aziz who chose to portray the anti-hero Hang Jebat in 

a more sympathetic light. This film launched by Cathay-Keris in 1961 also sparked off 

discussions on whether Hang Tuah or Hang Jebat could be considered as appropriate 

national heroes in Malaysia. While Hang Tuah was valorised for showing unwavering 

loyalty to the Malay Sultan despite being maligned, Hang Jebat chose to seek revenge 

on behalf of his friend Hang Tuah who felt that the Sultan’s accusation was 

unreasonable. Such an arrangement echoed the sentiments put forward by Malay 

intellectual Eunos Abdullah who saw the conceptualisation of a modern Malay identity 

as laying beyond traditional loyalties to individual Sultanates (kerajaan). Therefore, 

while the Malay community should maintain aspects of their traditional culture in a 

time of modernity, they should also learn to place the nation (bangsa) above the 

kerajaan.140  

Back then, Cathay-Keris was not the only film company whose works courted 

audiences with local themes and sceneries. Film companies such as Kong Ngee who 

completed their Nanyang Trilogy in 1957 – a series of three Cantonese films titled 

Yelinyue 椰林月 (Moon Over Malaya), Tangshan asao 唐山阿嫂 (China Wife), and 

Xue ran xiangsigu 血染相思谷 (Blood Valley), also incorporated numerous locations 

in Singapore and Malaya, as well as explored issues on the challenges of Chinese 

 
140 See Anthony Milner, The Invention of Politics in Colonial Malaya: Contesting Nationalism and the 

Expansion of the Public Sphere (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 92–103 and 119-

133. 
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education in the colonial city. The founders of Kong Ngee were Hakkas where Ho 

Khee-yong 何啟榮  (1901-1966) and his younger brother Ho Khee-siang 何啟湘 

(1904-1979) had both hailed from Dabu, Guangdong. They came to Singapore in 1911 

and later became acquainted with another China-born Hakka Zhang Meng Sheng 張夢

生 (c1897 - 1977) who was known to actively support Lee Kuan Yew – the founding 

Prime Minister of Singapore, during the early years of Lee’s political campaigns in the 

1950s. Like the Shaw Brothers, the Ho Brothers had embarked on film distribution in 

Singapore during the 1930s by setting up the Yuan Dong Film Company 遠東影片公

司; they would regularly screen Chinese films at the Jubilee Theatre. During the 

Japanese Occupation period, they tried to earn a living by buying and selling diamonds 

and their fortune was later channeled into the construction of a series of new theatres 

in Singapore and Malaya after 1945. They had a total of three theatres in Singapore 

and four theatres scattered in Johor, Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh and Penang which were 

mostly mining towns with a predominantly Chinese community. Kong Ngee was 

initially listed as a joint venture with Ho Khee-yong, Ho Khee-siang, Zhang Meng 

Sheng and his son-in-law Zhang Meng Xian as partners.141 Only in 1953 did it change 

itself to a limited company. Apart from Cantonese films, the company invested in the 

production of Amoy films with the help from Huang Jian Qiu142 黃劍秋. They also 

 
141 See Registry of Business – Kong Ngee Film Co (1947-1971), record reference number ROB 8482 

at the National Archives of Singapore.   
142 Huang Jian Qiu started the Da Zhong Film Company 大中影片公司 in the 1920s. He was 

acquainted with Hokkien merchant Yin Yan 殷宴 who started the Lian Yuan Film Company 聯源影片

公司 at around the same period of time in Singapore. Yin was former principal of the Ai Tong Primary 

School; this school was set up in 1912 by the Hokkien-speaking community and housed initially in a 

Methodist Church. In 1929, the Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan 新加坡福建會館 took over the 

autonomy of the school and it remained under the clan association even till today. Yin also supported 

the suggestion by Tay Sek Tin 鄭聘廷 (1872-1944) to start the first Chinese Kindergarten 星洲幼稚園 



67 
 

distributed Japanese films in the 1950s and 1960s. Four subsidiaries are eventually set 

up in Hong Kong to produce more Chinese films for their chain of theatres, of which 

Chiu Ngee focused on Teochew films while Yuet Ngee focused on martial arts films. 

Kong Ngee and Sun Ngee focused on melodrama and urban romance films while Hing 

Ngee focused on teen flicks. All in all, 154 films were produced prior to the closure of 

Kong Ngee in 1968 with another 20 more films produced by these four affiliated film 

companies in Hong Kong during the 1960s.  

Another film company to emerge in post-war Singapore was the Eng Wah 

Organisation. It was established in 1945 by Goh Eng Wah 吳榮華 (1923-2015) to 

handle film distribution and exhibition with the assistance of his friend Qiu Zhang 

Qing143 邱章卿 where each of them pool in a capital of $30,000. Goh Eng Wah was 

born in 1923 in Muar. His father was a rubber trader who hailed from Nan’an and Goh 

was educated at the Zhonghua Chinese School in Muar before moving to Singapore at 

the age of 18. Goh and Qiu opened their first cinema named Victory in Happy World 

 
in Singapore in 1921. Hokkien was a common language for the both of them and Tay was the first 

Chinese-ordained minister in the synod of Singapore-Malaya Presbyterian Church. In 1931, Yin Yan 

was based in Xiamen as the representative of the Shanghai Lian Hua Film Company and he rented the 

Kai Ming Theatre 开明戏院 to screen films produced by Yi Hua 藝華, Lian Hua 聯華, Tianyi 天一 

and Tian Tong 電通. In 1938, Xiamen fell to the Japanese and the theatre was confiscated. For more 

details on Yin’s biography, see “Xinjiapo youzhijiaoyu de faren” 新加坡幼稚教育的發軔, Nanyang 

Siang Pau 南洋商報, 10 March 1975, p. 12 and Xiamen wenhua yishuzhi 廈門文化藝術志 (The 

Development of Arts and Culture in Xiamen) (Singapore: Xiamendaxue chubanshe, 1999), pp. 453-

454. 
143 Qiu Zhang Qing was named as the manager of Anglo Chinese Film Company in the 1920s. He was 

from Yongchun, Fujian. Later, he moved to Penang to seek employment and stayed with one of his 

relatives. Not long after, he returned to China for his marriage but travelled back to Singapore again to 

work for Liu Bei Jin. Qiu was manager of the Shanghai Theatre 上海大戲院 which was converted 

from Tian Yan Da Wu Tai 天演大舞台 and subsequently renamed as the Majestic Theatre 大華戲院, 

located along Eu Tong Sen Street in Singapore. He once donated to the Pai Chee School 丰盛港公立

培智學校 in Johor in July 1938. See Nanyang mingren jizhuan di si ce 南洋名人集传第四册 

(Biographies of Prominent Individuals in Nanyang), (Penang: Nanyang minshi zuanxiu guan, 1922-

1941), p. 217.  
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in late 1945 where he recalled people would pay 50 cents to watch old Western flicks 

until he was able to secure his own supply of Chinese talkies for exhibition. Tapping 

on the audience’s interest for local sceneries, Goh’s company quickly produced a series 

of Amoy films such as Peranakan Nonya 馬來娘惹, Love of Malaya 馬來亞之戀, 

Miss Singapore 新加坡小姐, Wife’s Property 妻家財/淚灑樹柅山, The Lady from 

Malacca 馬六甲姑娘 and others between late 1950s and 1960s, featuring prominently 

onscreen a selection of local actors and actresses such as Chng Soot Fong 莊雪芳, 

Kwan Sin Ngee 關新藝 and Seong Koon Low Won 上官流雲.  

 

2.8 Concluding remark 

Focusing on exhibiting Chinese silent films instead of sound films in the 1930s 

put the Hokkien merchants, who were once the main players in Singapore, at a great 

disadvantage. They did not diversify into the production of Chinese films until the end 

of the Second World War nor like the Shaw Brothers, seek to control an expansive 

number of cinema theatres and amusement parks across Singapore and Malaya.144 The 

Shaw Brothers’ decision to focus on Cantonese talkies also paid off where it was once 

reported in 1936 that these films attracted “nearly a quarter million people” in Malaya 

who “flock to the 40 or more theatres” in Malaya every month, making Malaya the 

“biggest consumer of Cantonese productions”.145 Their entry to Malay filmmaking in 

early 1940s and the completion of a Malay film studio at Jalan Ampas in 1941, gave 

 
144 It was estimated that the Shaw Brothers owned a total of 139 screens in British Malaya, Dutch East 

Indies and Siam prior to the fall of Singapore in 1942. After the war, they retained their stakes in these 

venues as well as 10 amusement parks and 4 cabarets, as listed in a 1957 advertisement.  
145 See “Mandarin only in Chinese talkies”, The Straits Times, 27 December 1936, p. 4. 
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them a head start in reigniting film production almost immediately after the end of the 

Japanese Occupation of Singapore in 1945.   

The productive years of Malay filmmaking came to a halt by the 1970s. This 

was because when Singapore became independent in August 1965, the Shaw Brothers 

were no longer keen to continue producing Malay films through MFP. Loke Wan Tho 

also died in a plane crash in 1964, leaving the supervision of Malay film productions 

to Tom Hodge.146 Although Cathay-Keris persisted in the production of Malay films 

for a few more years in Singapore, they eventually ceased production in 1973 to focus 

on the production of advertisements, film clips and news reports. Cathay-Keris stopped 

operation completely in 1977.  

This chapter had painted a picture of the historical setting to which different 

immigrants were involved in the Singapore film industry from exhibition, distribution 

and production to the advent of amusement parks. It noted that the Shaw Brothers were 

able to break into the film industry in Singapore by building alliance with the sinicised 

Straits-born Chinese and adopting a number of strategies in order to gain a strong 

foothold before the end of the war. It tried to trace how the film industry had gradually 

developed into an inter-locking “business of culture” where art studios were involved 

not only in producing elitist art but advertisements for film companies during the 1920s 

and 1930s. It was also a period where translation became a highly useful skill as seen 

in the case of Lim Boon Tee for the Fisher Brothers and Chua Boon Hean for the Shaw 

Brothers. We will delve into Chua’s story in the next chapter.    

 
146 Tom Hodge was invited to take over the responsibilities previously undertaken by Ho Ah Loke. 

Hodge had been the Regional Information Officer for the Colonial Office in Singapore, where he was 

familiar with the use of film and media for propaganda purposes. For a brief introduction to his 

background and involvement in Cathay-Keris, see Timothy P. Barnard “Decolonization and the Nation 

in Malay Film, 1955–1965”, South East Asia Research, 17, 1 (2009): 65-86, especially pp. 82-85. 
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Chapter Three: The Life and Career of Chua Boon Hean 

 

This chapter begins by first charting Chua Boon Hean’s life and career in three 

main stages, delineating his involvement in film, literature and television in Singapore 

till his passing in 1995. As an immigrant, what are some skills and strategies adopted 

by Chua in coping with his livelihood in Singapore during the early 20th century? How 

did his experience prior to working in Singapore inspire strategies that he can utilise 

while working for the Shaw Brothers? How did he reach out to the Straits-born Chinese 

and those who did not share the same dialect group as him? Why did he choose to be a 

scriptwriter for the Malay film industry and a gate-keeper for the Shaw Brothers in 

Singapore? This chapter aims to present Chua’s interactions with the various 

immigrant and professional communities and the making of a unique “trans-media” 

facilitator—the precursor to our contemporary definition of a “media man” in the 21st 

century.  

Specifically, this chapter will first chart out the life story of Chua Boon Hean 

and his interactions with other participants and communities active in the film industry 

in Singapore. It will shed light on the various strategies adopted by Chua while working 

for the Shaw Brothers and how he was able to transform himself into one of the most 

trusted and valuable staff in the Shaw enterprise up till his retirement in 1973.  

 

3.1 Humble origins in China 

3.1.1 A scholarly family  
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Chua was born in 1905147 in Jinshi, Chao’an (in Guangdong province) in a 

family of dwindling fortune where he had four brothers and two sisters148. Chua’s 

father passed away when he was three and the financial status of the household had 

since been in a precarious state. For generations, the Chua family had been in the 

traditional business of producing textiles but it was increasingly hard to make ends 

meet. The family then switched to growing Mandarin oranges for a living but the lack 

of experience affected the initial harvest and the family had to borrow huge sums from 

relatives in order to sustain their business. According to genealogy compiled by the 

family, Chua’s ancestors were originally living in He’nan. Because of war, they had to 

move to Anhui, then to Fujian (Henghwa, Putien) and finally in the Ming Dynasty, 

they chose to settle down in Guangdong. It was a scholarly family with Chua recalling 

that one of his forefathers was once appointed the imperial inspector in Yunnan 雲南

道江西巡按監察御史 by the Ming Emperor during the reign of Jiajing (嘉靖), having 

passed the imperial examinations and awarded the title of jinshi. They were well 

respected in their village Shi-men 石門 and sons in their family were all given private 

 
147 In Ma Lun 馬崙 (ed.) Xinma huawenzuojia qunxiang 新馬華文作家群像 (Singapore: Fengyun 

chubanshe, 1984), the year of birth for Chua was listed as 6 December 1904. This was an inaccurate 

translation of Chua’s birthday based on the Chinese calendar, i.e. his birthday falls on the 6th day of 

the 12th lunar month. This corresponded to 11 January 1905 in the Gregorian calendar and hence the 

year of his birth, as indicated in the oral interview which he did with the National Archives of 

Singapore, was 1905 and not 1904. Chua shared that he added two more years to his actual age in 

order to escape conscription by the Japanese during wartime, which means that his actual year of birth 

was 1907. This matches with his daughter Chua Liang’s personal correspondence with me who 

revealed that her father was born in the year of goat, which was 1907. This dissertation takes reference 

from the year of birth indicated in Chua’s oral interview with the National Archives of Singapore. 

Chua did not suffer from any major illnesses throughout his life, yet just two weeks before his 

birthday, he was hospitalised due to bacterial infection of the trachea (windpipe). He was discharged 

from the Mount Elizabeth Hospital after three days and his family engaged a private nurse to look after 

him at home. He passed away peacefully at home on 6 January 1995, which was also the 6th day of the 

12th lunar month.   
148 A significant portion of Chua’s biography here is based on his oral interview with the National 

Archives of Singapore, accession number 001157. 
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education. It was natural for Chua and his four brothers to study hard in order to 

replicate the success of their forefathers at the imperial examinations. His second 

brother Chua Boon Siew 蔡文秀 even held the title of a xiucai before taking up the job 

as a shopkeeper in Malaya. 

Chua and his eldest brother had an age difference of 17 years. He and his fourth 

brother were still attending school when his three older siblings had started their own 

family. Chua was schooled in the classical Chinese texts such as Mencius and The 

Analects before he was formally enrolled in the Qun Jing Primary School 群進學校. 

He later switched to Zhen Hua Primary School 震華學校 in Longhu as his fourth 

brother was studying in that school and it was more convenient for the both of them to 

look after one another. However, Chua was constantly bullied by his classmates who 

came from the established families of Longhu. He decided to quit school and 

subsequently returned to his hometown where he continued with private education for 

a few more years.  

 

3.1.2 Affinity with Southeast Asia through his brothers 

Chua’s family tried various means to improve their livelihood but was 

unsuccessful. It was thus decided that they would find employment abroad in order to 

support the whole household. Chua’s eldest brother landed in Jambi, Sumatra (Dutch 

East Indies), where he was employed as the account manager by one of their relatives. 

His second brother landed in Pontian Kechil, Johor, where he quickly learnt the Malay 

language from the locals and eventually started his own business. His third brother 

chose to work in Sandakan which was the capital of North Borneo (known as Sabah, 
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part of Malaysia today), as he did not have the necessary qualifications and could only 

be a plantation labourer. All three places were developed and influenced by British 

colonialism in the 19th century as they shared a common currency which was the 

Mexican silver dollar.149 

 

3.1.3 Learning Mandarin and acquiring knowledge of political ideologies 

in modern-style Chinese schools  

Both Zhen Hua Primary School and Jin Shan Secondary School were modern-

style Chinese schools where its curriculum incorporated teaching materials beyond the 

classical texts originally meant to prepare students for the imperial examinations. Since 

his school-going days, Chua professed that his one of favourite pastimes was to buy 

books and read for leisure. He also enjoyed reading comics as well as journals such as 

Xinqingnian 新青年 (New Youth) and Xiangdao 向导 (Guide Weekly) which he had 

subscribed from Shanghai. He recalled reading Western novels translated by Lin Shu 

and was familiar with Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies writers like Zhang Henshui as 

their literary works were hugely popular among his cousins. He particularly enjoyed 

the writings of Xiao Chu Nü 萧楚女 (1893-1927)150 who used to submit articles on 

Marxism to the Guide Weekly, Zhongguo qingnian 中國青年  (China Youth) and 

 
149 Although Sumatra was technically under the Dutch colonial rule, it was in the same currency area 

with British Malaya rather than with Java. People in Sumatra frequently use the Mexican silver dollar 

instead of the guilder or florin for trading activities. In the 1890s, the Mexican silver dollar was the 

standard currency in British Malaya, and the US trade dollar, Japanese yen, and Hong Kong dollar 

were made unlimited legal tender. In 1904, a Straits dollar, connected to the gold standard, replaced 

the Mexican dollar at the same value. 
150 Xiao was a member of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). He taught briefly at the Shanghai 

University as well as the Whampoa Military Academy during the 1920s. In a series of arrests targeting 

CCP members in 1927, he was caught and executed at the age of 34. For more details, see Xu Huan 

Yu, Zhou Xing Chun (eds.) 許煥玉, 周興春主編, Zhongguo lishirenwu dacidian 中國歷史人物大辭

典 (Dictionary of Chinese Historical Figures) (China: Huanghechubanshe, 1992), p. 717.  
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Xuesheng zazhi 學生雜誌 (Student Magazine). Chua’s earliest pen name Wen Nü 文

女 was directly inspired by Xiao but he established his reputation as a poet in Singapore 

with another pen name (Liu Bei An 柳北岸)151 which emphasised strong emotive 

connections to his hometown. Chua was not the only one in his family to be enamoured 

of Marxism. Chua’s fourth brother also sign up to be a member of the Chinese 

Communist Party, after enrolling himself at the Guangzhou Peasant Movement 

Institute 農民運動講習所 which was first set up in 1924. This led to false rumours 

circulating in the village which speculated that his fourth brother could be involved in 

subversive activities in the late 1920s. This later became an impetus for Chua and his 

brother to leave China in order to avoid persecution and trouble for the family. 

Chua’s education at the Jin Shan Secondary School included Art, Mathematics, 

English and Chinese, but he was especially proud of his linguistic ability which would 

eventually come in handy for his career with the Shaw Brothers in Singapore. Although 

Chua spoke Teochew at home, he could understand and speak Mandarin fluently which 

facilitated his communication with his tour guide in Tianjin.152 He was there to sit for 

the placement examinations at the Nankai University together with his friend Guo 

 
151 Chua’s other pen names include Yang Di 楊堤, Qin Xi Men 秦西門 and Bai Zhi 白芷. It was once 

indicated in the Screen Voice that his English name was Simon, possibly a transliteration of his village 

Shi-men; he had a Malay name too which was Sulaiman 蘇萊曼, a peace-loving and intelligent man 

(prophet) as told in the Quran.   
152 This ability to understand Mandarin was crucial to the communication between the Shaw Brothers 

and Chua Boon Hean who recalled that Runme Shaw spoke Mandarin with a strong 

Shanghainese/Ningpo-accent (in reel 21). Chua also took effort to improve on his English proficiency 

during the Japanese Occupation period which should be useful when he communicated with Run Run 

Shaw. Some scholars like Chua Ai Lin suggested that it was the ability to speak English that facilitated 

the collaboration between Shaw and the bilingual Straits-born Chinese Kung Tian Siong in the 1920s. 

See Chua Ai Lin’s chapter in Christopher Rea & Nicolai Volland (eds.), The Business of Culture: 

Cultural Entrepreneurs in China and Southeast Asia, 1900-65 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University 

Press, 2015).     
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Cheng Yuan 郭成源 whose family paid for their trip. When the March 18 Massacre 

took place in Beijing in 1926, Chua decided to make his way back to his hometown 

instead of waiting for his results in Tianjin. It was then that Chua was invited to join 

the Kuomintang (KMT) and he was handpicked by his officer-in-charge Pan Xue Yin 

潘學吟 for his artistic flair. Pan was familiar with Chua’s work, having given a lecture 

at the Jin Shan Secondary School in 1925 and he came across the literary magazine 

Xuehua huabao 血花畫報 which was edited by Chua and his classmate Zhao Feng. He 

decided to invite Chua to join the propaganda unit as the KMT military troops would 

soon be embarking on the Northern Expedition. Chua was offered a monthly salary of 

$55 for taking minutes, designing publicity materials and handling any related logistics 

in the military. It was a very attractive job offer to Chua who knew that this sum of 

money would help to reduce the financial burden at home and allow him to travel to 

different parts of China for free. 

 

3.2 Joining KMT’s propaganda unit and gaining publicity skills 

Chua’s experience working in the propaganda unit eventually trained him to be 

resourceful, a skill much needed in dealing with the temperament of the Shaw Brothers 

in Singapore in the 1920s and 1930s. For example, Chua was once instructed to put 

things together under tight constraints for the hosting of Cai Yuan Pei at the Fuzhou 

Women’s Vocational College 福州女職學校 in January 1927. He was entrusted with 

decorating the venue but only allocated a meagre budget, sufficient enough to only pay 

for “a couple of printed posters of Sun Yat Sen”. Chua however, proposed to his officer 

that they could do more at no extra cost. He first arranged to borrow a podium to be set 
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up for the speech-giving and was soon looking into ways in which most participants 

could be seated comfortably at the venue. Instead of printing posters, Chua decided 

that it would be best for one of his co-workers Lin Shu Juan 林淑娟 to assist him in 

painting one huge portrait of Sun Yat Sen, which could be hung up as the main 

decoration at the venue. He also entrusted his co-worker Xiong Tian Cai 熊天才 to the 

job of securing wooden benches, as Xiong could easily win the trust from various 

student groups in Fuzhou with his good looks and manners. Apart from the huge 

portrait, banners were hung bearing words of Sun Yat Sen that read “The revolution 

has not yet succeeded. Work hard, comrades”. Chua also included the national flag as 

well as the KMT emblem and he rented a car in order to chauffeur their guests to the 

venue. Finally, he suggested that Cai Yuanpei should enter from the entrance closest 

to the podium, thus minimising the hassle to move through the crowd upon his arrival. 

In his oral interview, Chua mentioned that having successfully pull off this “publicity 

stunt” at the Fuzhou Women’s Vocational College, he was immediately promoted from 

the position of a second lieutenant to a major, earning a salary increment and full 

confidence in his work from his superiors from then onwards. 

Joining the military also required him to have a good practice of financial 

accountability as he was frequently entrusted by his superior to make special trips to 

Shanghai in order to purchase paint and art materials needed to produce propaganda 

posters during the course of his work. While it may seem to be a hassle, it gave Chua 

the opportunity to meet Chinese intellectuals in Shanghai. For example, he recalled 

meeting Lu-fei Kui, founder of the Chung Hwa Book Company and Zhang Yuan Ji 

who was working for the Commercial Press. It was both of them who inspired him to 



77 
 

continue writing essays while working for KMT and to later venture into the field of 

literature as a poet when he retired. These work trips also expanded his circle of friends 

beyond his hometown such as those working in the Jizhe zhoubao 記者周報 (The 

Journalist Weekly) in Shanghai who reported on the unfound accusation made by KMT 

cadre members of Shantou leading to the closure of Chua’s newspaper Nanchao ribao 

南潮日報 in 1930. 

The numerous incidents of death witnessed by Chua in the course of his work 

probably beckoned him to consider a change in career even though he enjoyed much 

autonomy from his superiors and had good rapport with his fellow team mates. After 

he resigned from the unit, he and his friends went travelling around different parts of 

China on a shoestring budget but it had been a very memorable experience for him. 

When he returned to his hometown in 1927, Chua made up his mind to accompany his 

fourth brother to Singapore. He had accepted an offer to teach in Pontian Besar (in 

Johor) at the Da Tong Primary School 大同學校 too. Things went well at the start but 

Chua’s “liberal” teaching methods were frowned upon by the school’s board members. 

He eventually quitted teaching and decided that he could still put his artistic skills to 

good use. He thus set up an art studio with his friend Lin Long along Craig Road in 

Singapore in 1929. Lin had previously studied at The Shanghai Academy of Fine Arts 

in the mid-1920s and they kept in touch while Chua was serving in the military. Chua 

also knew what are the materials needed and techniques to enlarge images as well as 

quicken the production process of large posters or billboards commonly deployed to 

attract people’s attention. Such “technical knowledge” harked back to his days working 

in the propaganda unit in China. 
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3.3 Entering the film industry in Singapore 

Chua and Lin Long’s decision to venture into the business of advertising can 

also be traced to the emergence of amusement parks, whose precursor was the Happy 

Valley set up by Lim Teck Kim. Both Lin and Chua visited the Happy Valley together 

after settling down in Singapore in late 1927 and he recalled it was a bustling place 

where patrons could “drink tea, dance ronggeng and mingle with Malay women”. It 

was then that he got to know the multi-racial mix of patrons visiting the amusement 

parks and of the multi-cultural society in Singapore. Similarly, the New World 

constructed by Straits-born Chinese Ong Boon Tat and Ong Peng Hock exhibited this 

characteristic in its line-up of programmes and activities for patrons. The Ong Brothers 

were initially working in their father’s company, Ong Sam Leong & Co., and the setting 

up of the New World was part of a land speculation exercise which took place during 

the post-First World War recession years.153 The site for New World was one of their 

many land holdings and the area was slowly being populated by migrants (largely 

Indians) involved in agricultural activities, cattle-raising and laundry-washing. Over 

time, the New World was a foolproof project that benefitted the colonial government 

in Singapore as well as its investors. The former was hoping to develop public 

infrastructure for the burgeoning population while the Ong Brothers were looking to 

reap profits from the business of entertainment.154    

 
153 The primary business of Ong Sam Leong & Co. was listed as “Merchants, Estate & Property 

Owners”. See the Singapore and Malaya Directory, 1922. For information on the Ong family, see 

Song Ong Siang, One Hundred Years’ History of the Chinese in Singapore (Singapore: Oxford 

University Press, 1984). 
154 On the development plans of the New World by the two Ong brothers, see Wong Yunn Chii & Tan 

Kar Lin “Emergence of a Cosmopolitan Space for Culture and Consumption: The New World 



79 
 

The late 1920s and early 1930s was also a period where Singapore had a 

thriving advertising industry with at least 20 such firms being set up to specialise in 

advertisements, publicity and marketing. Nevertheless, the industry was dominated by 

a few prominent ad agencies headed by Europeans; these companies usually set up 

their regional branches in Hong Kong or Shanghai. 155 Understandably, their clients 

would mostly be European merchants who were eager to promote their products to the 

large number of potential Chinese customers in these different colonies. An example 

is the Advertising & Publicity Bureau which was first established in Hong Kong in 

1922 before they set up another branch in Singapore in 1931.156 For Chua, business 

was doing quite well as he recalled that their net profit was about $120-$150 per month 

from painting outdoor billboards, posters and creating advertisement slides. If he split 

the earnings with his partner, each of them would receive at least $60-$75, which was 

more than the average printer’s monthly wage of $20 at any printing company.157 In a 

 
Amusement Park Singapore (1923–70) in the Inter‐war Years”, Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 5,2 

(2004): 279-304. 
155 See Advertisers Association, A Review of Advertising in Singapore and Malaysia during Early 

Times (Singapore: Federal Publications, 1971). 
156 Advertising & Publicity Bureau was one of the oldest and largest advertising agencies in Hong 

Kong and Singapore before it was absorbed by the American advertising giant D’Arcy MacManus & 

Masius in 1980. Its founder was Betty Church, who was known as Mrs. Beatrice Thompson when she 

started the advertising company. In 1937, Betty Church spent many months in Singapore and 

eventually secured the concession to compile, publish and advertise telephone directories (in English 

and Chinese) from the Post & Telegraph C&D. It also had the advertising concession for the 

Municipal Trolley Bus and Mitchell Ferry and Pier in Penang. By 1940, the company established 

contacts with a list of clients ranging from global brands such as Ovaltine, Bovril, H.J. Heinz, Brand’s 

and Rothmans to local firms such as Borneo Co, Fraser & Neave, Malayan Breweries and Sime Darby. 

On the founder Betty Church, see “Art in Commerce”, Malayan Saturday Post, 17 October 1931, p. 

36. For an advertisement on its service and address, see “Effective Art Displays Modern Advertising 

by A.P.B.”, The Singapore Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, 3 May 1935, p. 30. For a longer 

introduction on the company, see The Industrial History of Hong Kong Group at 

https://industrialhistoryhk.org/a-pb/. 
157 The printing business in the 1920s used to be dominated by the Cantonese. It was estimated that 

there are over 30 printing companies by the 1940s and a total of 1,000 workers are employed by these 

companies. The average monthly income for each printing company ranged from $3,000 - $4,000 

while every printer (worker) is paid a salary of $20. The materials needed for printing are largely 

imported from Norway, Finland, England and Germany; Holland, Sweden, America and France are 

also suppliers of these raw materials to Singapore. The Printing Company Union 印務同業公會 was 

https://industrialhistoryhk.org/a-pb/
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way, Chua was quick to spot opportunities to reach out to Chinese merchants and 

readers through his art studio. 

Yet, it was hardly a breeze for Chua and he placed much emphasis on producing 

quality works within the shortest period of time, even investing in buying a Kodak 

camera so that he can take pictures of their completed works and showcase them to 

potential customers. His earliest clients included Hokkien merchant Yin Yan 殷宴, 

manager of the Lian Yuan Film Company 聯源影片公司 in Singapore. As Chua was 

also in the teaching profession, it was probably easier for him to win the confidence of 

Yin Yan, who was former principal of the Ai Tong Primary School. The school was 

first set up in 1912 by the Hokkien merchants and later placed under the charge of the 

Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan. Subsequently, Chua’s former colleague from Da Tong 

Primary School recommended him to Zhou Hai Bin 周海濱 who was manager of the 

Lian He Film Company 聯合影片公司 in Singapore. At the same time, the proximity 

of his studio to the Nan Hai Film Company158 would likely have encouraged him to 

approach the Cantonese merchant Huang Jing Yi in order to sell his service. However, 

it seemed he did not have much luck in persuading Huang to engage the services 

provided by his art studio. 

 

 

 

 
set up in 1937 in Singapore and 26 companies registered themselves as a member of this Union. For 

the Straits-born Chinese who operated printing companies in Singapore, they did not become members 

of this Union. These companies are Jacks and Co., G. H. Kiat and Peter Chong. They would generally 

handle the printing of English books and other materials in English. See Xingzhou shinian 星洲十年 

(Singapore: Xingzhouribaoshe, 1940), pp. 627-629.  
158 Nan Hai Film Company’s address is at 53-1 Craig Road. 
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3.4 Working for the Shaw Brothers 

Not long after, Chua’s partner Lin Long decided to sell off his shares and use 

the money to pay for his own marriage. It was challenging for Chua to work alone so 

he decided to work for the Shaw Brothers instead. He was offered a salary of $75 per 

month where his responsibilities included writing letters, secretarial duties, designing 

advertisements and cinema posters for publicity as well as managing the Empire 

Theatre from evening till midnight.159 In the company, Run Run Shaw only employed 

a typist, a courier, a film operator and two managers who handled finance and 

accounting. The front half of their premises was shared with Nan Hua Trading 

Company owned by Straits-born Chinese merchant Chan Kee Seng,160 who was on 

good terms with Chua as they both could converse in Teochew. The company was 

located on the second floor of the Great Eastern Life Assurance at Winchester House, 

Collyer Quay.161 In early 1930, Chua resigned from the Shaw Brothers and returned to 

China in order to recuperate from an illness. Not long after, he set up a Chinese 

newspaper named Nanchao ribao in Shantou with several friends including Xu Chu 

Xiu 許楚岫, Zhuang Qi Han 莊啟漢, Sun Lai Qing 孫來卿, Lin Shao Tao 林少韜 and 

Cai Kai He 蔡開和 . It was a short-lived enterprise which ended in April 1930. 

Thereafter, Chua landed in another teaching job at the Shantou Fifth Primary School 

where he met his future wife Ang Fong Peng 洪芳娉 (1908-2008) who was teaching 

 
159 Chua mentioned (in reel 18) that the Empire can initially seat 680 people; following safety 

inspection by the authorities, the Empire reduced its seating capacity to 600. On average, occupancy 

rate is 60-70% though a good quality film would usually attract a full house, which kept him busy at 

the Empire. 
160 Quoted from reel 17 of Chua Boon Hean’s oral interview. Hai Seng later moved to 116 Robinson 

Road, as listed in the Directory of Malaya in 1933. 
161 The address of Nan Hua Trading Company is printed in “Advertisement”, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋

商報, 21 April 1926, p. 11. 
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in the same school. They got married in 1932 and their eldest daughter Chua Liang was 

born in 1934. Other than teaching and writing articles, Chua also edited the literary 

supplement Huo di 活地 which was part of the local newspaper Zheng bao 正報 set up 

in 1932.162 He then invited Tie Kang 鐵抗, Wu Qi Min 吳其敏, Jin Shi Sheng 金石聲, 

Xu Mei Xun 許美塤 and Feng Bai Hua 馮白華 to contribute articles to his supplement. 

Among them, Wu Qi Min later became a special correspondent from Hong Kong for 

the film magazine Screen Voice (owned by the Shaw Brothers). After their first son 

Chua Dan was born in 1935, Chua had to employ two nannies to look after his children 

and his wife had to resume teaching in order to feed the growing family. With the 

Japanese invasion drawing nearer to the southern parts of China, Chua decided that he 

should try seeking employment back in Singapore again and to bring over his family 

as soon as possible. 

 

Fig. 1 Chua Boon Hean and his wife, circa 1930s 

 
162 The founder of Zheng bao is Hong Chun Xiu 洪春修, see Zeng Xu Bo 曾旭波, Shantoubu 

laobanguan 汕頭埠老報館 (Old Newspaper Agencies in Shantou) (Guangzhou: Jinandaxue 

chubanshe, 2016), p. 149. 
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In 1937, Chua arrived alone in Singapore to meet Runme and Run Run Shaw. 

He was employed to be their secretary cum editor for their film magazine Screen Voice 

and was offered a salary of $50 per month. In order to support his family in China, 

Chua gave tuition to complement his income. Eventually, his wife, children and a 

nanny moved to Singapore in the following year but Chua’s meagre income was not 

enough to cover the family’s expense. His wife soon found employment at the Xin Min 

Primary School 新民小學 and a dormitory was provided to all teaching staff. Chua 

eventually negotiated successfully for a pay rise to $100 per month before the war and 

his children were later enrolled in Xin Min Primary School too. His second son Chua 

Lam was born in 1941 and things were going on as per usual until the Japanese 

Occupation of Singapore in February 1942. 

In Singapore, Chua was intent on winning over the hearts and minds of his 

readers for the Shaw Brothers. By then, the Shaw Brothers had also entered into a 50-

50 joint venture with the Ong Brothers of the New World. Noting the bustling nightlife 

in Singapore, Chua quickly introduced a section titled “Sea of Dancers” 舞海 (see Fig. 

2) where readers can find out about the latest events happening at the New World or 

read about the lives of popular hostesses working in these cabarets.  
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Fig. 2 A new section on “Sea of Dancers” 舞海 in Screen Voice 

 He also invited artists to contribute comics (see Fig. 3) to this section too. A 

rather moralistic tone was adopted in some of the articles which advised against those 

who hoped to find “true love” among the dance hostesses while the comics featured 

occasionally satirised the sexual eagerness of men who exchanged money for sex. 

Women who chose to join the profession were described as “walking into the fiery 

mountain” 上火山 and highlighted the possibility of moral depravity or even losing 

oneself to crimes of passion, commonly depicted in Chinese silent films of the 1930s. 

With the exodus of dancing hostesses from China who would seek employment in the 

various cabarets set up in Hong Kong and Singapore during the late 1930s,163 Chua 

invited a second editor Ding Xiang 丁香 to oversee the content of the new section (first 

 
163 For a study of the cabaret girls in Singapore, see Adeline Foo Lancing Girls of a Happy World 

(Singapore: Ethos Books, 2018). 
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revealed in issue 50) as he was not a man who frequented the cabarets. To do so 

suggested that Chua was willing to withhold his own moral judgment on other social 

issues associated with cabarets while actively diversify the content in Screen Voice for 

the Shaw enterprise.  

 

Fig. 3 A comic featured in Screen Voice 

Chua also saw an educational value in watching Chinese films; to him, it was 

not simply a mindless entertainment but a form of active learning. He thus argued in 

the film magazine that one could remain patriotic towards China when one knows how 

to differentiate between meaningful films exhibited in Singapore and unworthy films 

which referenced familiar legends such as The Heavenly Master Zhang Battles with the 

Japanese or The Immortal Han Zhongli Sends the Divine Troops to Fight the Japanese 

(both are fictional titles made up by Chua) to promote anti-Japanese sentiments 

superficially. In issue 37 of Screen Voice, Chua also encouraged both filmmakers and 

audience to follow the example of Yue Fei whose loyalty towards the Song Emperor 
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was unwavering and highly admirable. Subsequently in issue 46, Chua commented on 

the proliferation of Chinese films which tended to feature well-known historical 

characters such as Guan Yu from Romance of the Three Kingdoms and expressed 

optimism in his audience to discern the right qualities (such as loyalty or altruism) 

exuding from these various characters depicted onscreen. Here, the steadfast quality of 

Guan Yu or Yue Fei, functioned as appropriate allusions to China’s ongoing resistance 

against the Japanese at a time when the colonial government was actively censoring all 

anti-Japanese phrases in the local publications. In Singapore, Chua needed to tread 

carefully in his writings featured in the Screen Voice in order not to flout the censorship 

guidelines, a skill honed further when he acted as the gate-keeper for the Shaw Brothers 

after the war.  

 

3.5 Surviving the Japanese Occupation 

During the Japanese Occupation, the Shaw Brothers were ordered by the 

Japanese to run their business as usual. Cinema halls in Singapore were converted for 

propaganda purposes where audience were to watch mainly Japanese cultural films, 

newsreels and documentaries while British and American films were banned. A small 

number of Chinese, Malay and Indian films were allowed for screening such as Wanshi 

liufang 萬世流芳  (Eternity, 1944), starring the popular Manchuria-born Japanese 

actress whose Chinese name was Li Xianglan 李香兰.164 In the meanwhile, Chua 

 
164 Seong Koon Low Won 上官流雲 recalled a number of Mandarin films are screened in Singapore 

during the Japanese Occupation, see “Rijun qinzhan shanghai zhuan pai yumin dianying” 日軍侵占上

海專拍愚民電影, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 12 October 1977, p. 15. For an understanding of life 

in Singapore during the Japanese Occupation, see Paul Kratoska, The Japanese Occupation of Malaya 

1941–45, (Hawaii: University of Hawaii Press, 1997), especially Chapter 5 which deals with education 

and propaganda (film and music).  
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started a business selling antiques with Chinese artist Chen Chong Swee who was 

teaching in Singapore since 1931.165 Subsequently, he was asked by the Shaw Brothers 

to help them oversee ticketing at the Shanghai Theatre166 while two of the three Worlds 

were reopened by the Japanese for gambling during wartime. Schools were reopened 

too but classes were to be conducted either in Japanese or Malay.  

During such difficult times, Chua recalled that it was Hakka merchant Ho Khee-

yong who would occasionally send over some food to them as they had taken 

temporary residence at Shaw’s warehouse located at Tank Road and it was near to Ho’s 

house. He also secretly took English lessons from Yang Bao Bing 楊抱冰, a former 

English teacher at the Tuan Meng Primary School in Singapore who shared the same 

ancestral connection to Chao’an where Chua had hailed from. Ultimately, Chua may 

not be highly proficient in the many languages he had learnt throughout his life, but the 

wartime experience imbued in him a spirit of resilience and open-mindedness that 

would later spur him to try scriptwriting for the Shaw Brothers when he was asked to 

do so. 

In August 1945, Chua eagerly published the Zhongguo ribao 中國日報 to 

report on the surrender of the Japanese, making it one of the earliest post-war Chinese 

 
165 Chen Chong Swee was born in Chenghai, Guangdong in 1910. In 1929, he enrolled at the Union 

High School in Shantou to study fine art. In 1931, Chen went on to study at the Xinhua Arts Academy 

in Shanghai. Subsequently in 1932, he moved to Malacca and Penang to teach art in a number of 

Chinese schools before moving to Singapore in 1934. In 1951, Chen became the head of the Chinese 

painting department at the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts where he taught until 1975. Chen passed 

away in 1985. For his biography, see Chen Chong Swee: A Legacy in Truth, Goodness and Beauty 

(Singapore: Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts, 2010).  
166 During the same period, the Shaw Brothers also engaged China-born artist Liu Kang to help them 

design publicity materials, handle illustrations in film magazines and etc. When the Japanese 

Occupation ended in 1945, Liu quitted from the job and concentrated on his art. Liu mentioned this 

incident in his oral interview with the National Archives of Singapore and in it, he recalled seeing 

Chua at Shaw’s office. See accession number 000171, reel 29. He was also the uncle of Liu Bei Jin, 

producer of the earliest locally produced Chinese silent film New Friend (1927) mentioned in the 

previous chapter. 
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newspapers to emerge in Singapore, apart from the Nanyang Siang Pau, Sin Chew Jit 

Poh and Chong Wei Poh 總匯報.167 Not long after, the Shaw Brothers also launched a 

tabloid paper known as The Amusement 娱乐 which was entrusted to Chua for his 

supervision. This tabloid paper was launched on 19 December 1945, published on 

every Wednesday and Saturday. Priced at a mere 1 cent per copy, the main purpose of 

the tabloid paper was to advertise and promote films that are exhibited by the Shaw 

Brothers in Singapore. Nevertheless, Chua did not forget that it was possible to fuse 

education with entertainment for the Chinese diaspora, a vision which guided him since 

editing the Screen Voice and exemplified by other participants in the industry such as 

Wang Xuan Hua, Chan Kee Seng and Su Qiu Sheng, who were mentioned in the 

previous chapter. 

Tang Jin Hua, a close friend of Chua’s second son Chua Lam, once recalled 

that local actresses like Chng Soot Fong and Chang Lye Lye were frequent guests while 

stars from Hong Kong, such as Lily Ho, Chan Hou, Chang Chung, Lee Heung-kam 

and Ngok Wah would visit the Chua family too whenever they travelled to Singapore. 

However, Chua’s circle of friends was not only limited to those from the film industry. 

He was on close terms with South-bound Chinese intellectual Tie Kang 鐵抗 who was 

a well-known literary critic from Chaoyang, Guangdong.168 He was also friends with a 

number of locally-born writers such as Du Hong 杜红 (known for his poems) and Miao 

Xiu 苗秀 (known for short novels) and he once wrote an eulogy for Miao Xiu when he 

 
167 For an overview of the different types of Chinese newspapers in Singapore and its historical 

development, see Wong Hong Teng 王慷鼎, Xinjiapo huawen baokan shilunji 新加坡華文報刊史論

集 (Singapore: Xinjiapo xinshe, 1987). 
168 Chua also interacted with many other South-bound Chinese intellectuals like Yu Da Fu, Chang Lee 

Chien, Ly Sing Ko and Xu Xu in Singapore. See reel 31 of Chua Boon Hean’s oral interview. 
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heard of his passing in 1980.169 Du Hong recalled that in the 1960s and 1970s, it was 

common to hold gatherings at Chua’s place where many “men of letters” would be 

invited over for discussions, meals and even poetry recitals.170 Tseng Shih Bong 曾希

邦 , translator cum news editor, Ly Sing Ko 李星可 , senior editorial writer and 

Shamsuddin Tung Tao Chang 仝道章, editor-in-chief, 171 were all acquaintances of 

Chua. 172   

 

3.6 Becoming a scriptwriter and gate-keeper for the Shaw Brothers 

Scholars have discovered that the Great Depression had impacted less on 

businesses and employees engaged in the local economy, while some wage-earners 

enjoyed an increase in purchasing power with a reduction in overall cost of living in 

Singapore.173 The overwhelming response among a mix of the Straits-born Chinese 

and non-Chinese audience towards the Malay film Terang Boelan in 1937 further 

boosted the Shaw Brothers’ confidence to diversify their film production from making 

 
169 See “Mourning for Miao Xiu” 失去的音容-悼苗秀先生, Nanyang Siang Pau, 19 October 1980, p. 

21; “Yu Da Fu and Tie Kang 郁達夫與鐵抗, Lianhe Zaobao 聯合早報, 2 February 1986, p. 39 
170 See interview with Teh Ah Poon@Du Hong at the National Archives of Singapore, accession 

number 002919.  
171 Four staff working for the local Chinese newspaper Nanyang Siang Pau were arrested under the 

Internal Security Act in 1971. They were Lee Mau Seng, the General Manager, Shamsuddin Tung Tao 

Chang, Ly Sing Ko and Kerk Loong Seng. Tung and Ly both had strong connections to the KMT. The 

former was the son-in-law of Ma Tian Ying 馬天英, Chinese Consul of KMT in Ipoh, Malaya, and a 

journalist. He later became vice-president of the Singapore Alliance Party and stood for election in 

1963 but was defeated. He later moved to Kuala Lumpur and started his own business in 1965. He 

returned in early 1970 to work for the newspaper and recruited Ly as an editorial writer. Ly was 

former head of KMT-financed Central New Agency in Vietnam before moving to Singapore in the 

1950s. On the arrest, see “Singapore government press statement” in 

http://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/data/pdfdoc/SGPress_1_2.5.71.pdf   
172 See Tang Jin Hua “Me and Chua Lam”, Yuan Magazine, 6 (2017): 8-13. Accessible from 

http://www.sfcca.sg/sites/default/files/yuan/130.pdf  
173 For an overview of life during the Great Depression in Singapore, see Loh Kah Seng, “Beyond 

Rubber Prices: Negotiating the Great Depression in Singapore”, South East Asia Research, 14, 1 

(2006): 5-31  

http://www.nas.gov.sg/archivesonline/data/pdfdoc/SGPress_1_2.5.71.pdf
http://www.sfcca.sg/sites/default/files/yuan/130.pdf
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Chinese to Malay films before the fall of Singapore in 1942. 174 They soon put together 

a team of technicians and crew from Hong Kong175 in order to prepare for the shooting 

of a Malay film Selendang Delima. Four more Malay films were completed in June 

1941, namely Mutiara, Bermuda, Toping Saitan and Hanchor Hati, with a fifth film in 

the pipeline.176 It was this period of time that Chua took the initiative to learn the Jawi 

script so that he can read Malay books and find out more about the customs of the 

Malay community.177 Additionally, the Shaw Brothers also supported the publication 

of a Malay film magazine Film Melayu in 1941 by collaborating with Utusan Melayu 

Publications, Ltd. The first issue of Film Melayu was priced at 10 cents per copy and 

contained 24 pages. 178 

Among the numerous Malay films by MFP, original story for Sri Menanti 

(1958), Ribut (1956), Taufan (1957), Bujang Lapok (1957) and Masharakat Pinchang 

(1958) were attributed directly to Chua himself as seen from the opening credits of 

each movie. At times when the film was being introduced in newspapers or publicity 

materials, Chua would also be referred to as Liu Bei An, as seen in the Southern Screen 

 
174 William Van der Heide saw similarities between the mode of film production adopted in Shanghai 

and Malaya where it was typical for filmmakers to “indigenize” successful foreign stories for the local 

audience. As such, it was possible to “translate” the appeal of certain films to audience coming from 

different ethnic backgrounds. See William Van der Heide, Malaysian Cinema, Asian Film: Border 

Crossings and National Cultures (Amsterdam University Press, 2002), pp. 128-129. 
175 This was reported in the newspaper “Chinese Stars for Local Film Productions”, The Singapore 

Free Press and Mercantile Advertiser, 16 April 1940, p. 5. 
176 See “Malaya’s Fifth Malay Film under Production” in Malaya Tribune, 20 June 1941, p. 2. 
177 In the 1920s, the colonial government promoted the learning of Rumi (Romanised Malay) instead 

of Jawi in Singapore as it would allow individuals to understand and access materials published in the 

Dutch East Indies. The Jawi however, remained highly popular among the local Malay community as 

it provided a tangible connection to the Arabic script which was perceived to hold a sacred value 

among the Malay population. See Chapter 3 of Rachel Leow, Taming Babel: Language in the Making 

of Malaysia (United Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2016). Film Melayu, a film magazine 

published in 1941 by the Shaw Brothers to promote their Malay films in Singapore, was also in Jawi 

not Rumi. 
178 For a discussion of this Malay film magazine, see Timothy P. Barnard “Film Melayu: Nationalism, 

Modernity and Film in a pre-World War Two Malay Magazine”, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies, 

41, 1 (2010): 47-70.  



91 
 

which promoted Masharakat Pinchang. Films such as Patah Hati (1952), Panggilan 

Pulau (1954), Bernoda (1956), Belantara (1957) and Kembali Saorang (1957) were 

likely to be drawn loosely from the Chinese film scripts penned by Chua, in which he 

had started to develop the storyline but eventually gave free rein to the assigned Malay 

or Indian film directors to revise liberally during the film shooting. Therefore, one spots 

a certain amount of discrepancy in the plot development and sequence of events when 

reading Chua’s manuscripts against the actual screenplay. However, we should not 

overlook these efforts as Chua played an instrumental role in seeding the ideas to the 

various Indian film directors of the above five films. 

Chua also wrote a script focusing on the story of Hang Jebat but MFP 

eventually chose to feature Hang Tuah whom the local Malay audience were more 

familiar with. As the film script written by Chua was not put to use, the Indian director 

Phani Majumdar had to rely on the English novel The Adventures of Hang Tuah written 

by colonial civil servant Mubin Sheppard for his film production instead. Although an 

estimated seven million people has seen the film all over Singapore and Malaya, the 

film Hang Tuah was harshly criticised by Malay nationalists in 1956 for being “too 

Indian”.179  

All in all, Chua contributed more than a dozen film scripts for MFP and all his 

scripts were first written in Chinese to be submitted to the Shaw Brothers for their final 

approval. Once approved, these scripts will be sent for translation and distributed to 

the cast and film director on set where further improvisations can be made while 

 
179 For an analysis on the reception of the film, see De Josselin De Jong, P. E. "The Rise and Decline 

of a National Hero", Journal of the Malaysian Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, 38, 2 (208) (1965): 

140-155. 
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shooting the film. Chua also mentioned that his script would need to be at least 20,000 

words in length so as to provide a detailed backbone to the movie but it was equally 

important for the storyline presented onscreen to “make sense to the audience”. On this 

aspect, his film script did not always provide clear instructions in writing. Instead, it 

would be the responsibility of each film director to decide on how to present every 

scene. Minor improvisations can also be made during the viewing of raw copies when 

the reels are checked for continuity before its official release. Clearly, Chua knew the 

various stages of Malay filmmaking at MFP in a very concise manner and he was 

chiefly interested in plot development which was under the responsibility of the 

scriptwriter. 

Chua took utmost care to tap on popular Malay folklores for MFP’s productions 

in order not to offend the cultural sensibilities of Malay audience in the 1950s and 

1960s. He also referred to Western literary classics such as Emily Brontë's Wuthering 

Heights which he felt might be popular among the Malay audience in Singapore. Chua 

studied the Quran carefully before penning his script as he knew the Quran serves as 

an important religious text that informed all Muslim on the proper way of Islamic 

conduct, law and practices in their daily lives. Occasionally, he also drew inspirations 

from traditional Chinese folktales as seen in the film Jiwa Lara (1952) and Roh 

Membela (1955). For example, the male protagonist in Roh Membela was similar to 

the impartial judge Justice Bao 包青天; here, Chua created the role of a righteous 

Malay police inspector who was entrusted to solve a series of mysterious crimes in 

Singapore. As for Jiwa Lara, the story is similar to The Golden Millet Dream 黃粱一

夢 where the plot focused on the follies of a music composer Kassim who started an 
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extra-marital affair with Salbiah – an attractive maid working for his father-in-law. 

Kassim then trained Salbiah into a popular singer and wrote many Malay songs for her. 

The duo made plans to travel to different parts of Malaya and they were able to make 

a fortune from these various performances. The ending saw Salbiah leaving Kassim for 

an imposter who claims to be a Tunku (part of the Malay royal family). Wondering 

aimlessly, Kassim met with a car accident and woke up in the hospital. He was deeply 

remorseful for abandoning his wife and children but no sooner than he thought, they 

appeared miraculously to visit him at the hospital. It turns out to be just a bad dream 

for Kassim. 

It was likely that the Shaw Brothers were also inspired by Chua’s script on the 

136 Force which highlighted the wartime experience as common to the local population 

in Singapore and Malaya as well as the need to commemorate “national heroes” leading 

on to the independence of Malaysia. This led to the making of Sergeant Hassan in 1958, 

which was directed by Lamberto V. Avellana from Philippines. Again, because Chua’s 

script was not selected, Lamberto V. Avellana referred to the story written by Perak-

born journalist Ralph Modder during his filming. Sergeant Hassan starred P. Ramlee 

as the young but patriotic soldier Hassan who took part in the anti-Japanese resistance 

movement led by the Malay Regiment in Singapore. Hassan was later captured as a 

prisoner-of-war but he managed to escape and soon joined another British-led guerilla 

unit which was hinted to be the 136 Force. Judging from the film reviews of Sergeant 

Hassan (1958) by critics of that period, 180 it was possible that the film tried to reach 

 
180 It was mentioned that English subtitles are included for Sergeant Hassan. See “Drama in the 

Jungle”, The Singapore Free Press, 30 August 1958, p. 6. 



94 
 

out beyond the Malay audience in Singapore and was targeting those who might be 

attracted to the genre of war films made popular by Hollywood.181 

Notably, the original story to P. Ramlee’s hugely popular “Bujang Lapok” 

series was also contributed by Chua. However, in the manuscript written by Chua, it 

was originally conceived to feature only a duo (father and son) and not three earnest 

bachelors. This film proved to be so popular with the local audience that three more 

similar titled works were subsequently produced by MFP, cementing the lasting image 

of the comedic trio onscreen, namely P. Ramlee, S. Shamsuddin and Aziz Sattar. Chua 

also played a critical role in rebooting the trope of inter-racial romance found in Malay 

films such as Singapura Di-Waktu Malam (1947) and Selamat Tinggal Kekaseh-Ku 

(1955). The outcome was Sri Menanti (1958), a romantic tragedy between a Malay 

village girl, played by popular Malay actress Zaiton and a Chinese musician, played by 

Hong Kong actor Chang Chung 張沖. A love triangle is set up in the film as another 

Chinese lady, played by Hong Kong actress Tang Dan 唐丹, is in love with the male 

lead but was rejected. Although there had been similar inter-ethnic encounters depicted 

in films such as Nonya and Baba 娘惹与峇峇 (1956) produced by Cathay and Blood 

Valley (1957) produced by Kong Ngee, there is still much originality in Chua’s work. 

Firstly, the inclusion of a sad ending in Sri Menanti suggested an accurate 

understanding of most inter-racial relationships in Singapore. Even though Chua did 

not mention if his work was affected by the Maria Hertogh incident in 1950 which led 

 
181 This was reflected in the article promoting the film in local Chinese newspaper, see 

“Malaizhipianchang rongyu chupin yingxiong hashan” 馬來製片廠榮譽出品英雄哈山, Nanyang 

Siang Pau 南洋商報, 31 August 1958, p. 7 
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to the earliest post-war racial riots in Singapore, the real story of Maria Hertogh182 and 

the divorce stipulated by the court with her husband Mansoor Adabi on grounds of 

religion, caught the imagination of other South-bound Chinese intellectuals.183 

Secondly, the film depicted Wang as deeply respectful of the Malay patriarch 

and he knew he had to gain the trust of Fatimah’s father – a religious leader in the 

village of Sri Menanti. Wang proposed that he is willing to convert to the Islamic faith 

for the girl he loved but this proposal was flatly rejected by her father who deemed 

Wang’s motivation for conversion as a rather hasty decision. In this scene, Chua 

explained subtly to non-Malay audience that the marriage between Malay and non-

Malay partners in Singapore was permissible when both subscribed to the same religion 

of Islam. This was something which was never explored by other Malay or Chinese-

language films dealing with inter-racial romance in the 1950s. 

Finally, the highlight of this film is a scene of confession by Fatimah in her 

room where she contemplated that although Wang was not a Malay/Muslim and may 

not be suitable for her, she felt that “love is blind – I have never taught my heart to 

choose love based on a race or skin colour”. Wang too was in love with Fatimah as 

they shared a common interest in music. At this junction, Wang’s uncle arranged for a 

 
182 Maria Hertogh was born in a Dutch-Eurasian Roman Catholic family but her mother gave her up 

for adoption prior to the Japanese Occupation of Singapore. She was taken in by a Malay family friend 

Che Aminah and converted to Muslim. When the war was over, Maria’s parents sought to claim back 

their daughter through the Singapore courts but the legal tussle between the two families soon led to a 

racial riot in 1950. For details, see Aljunied Syed Muhd. Khairudin Colonialism, Violence and 

Muslims in Southeast Asia: the Maria Hertogh Controversy and its Aftermath (London; New York: 

Routledge, 2009). 
183 Han Suyin’s novel Cast but One Shadow (1959) was written against the backdrop of the Maria 

Hertogh riots. See Justin Corfield Historical Dictionary of Singapore (Lanham, United States: 

Scarecrow Press, 2011), p. 103. For a detailed examination on the life and career of Han Suyin, see 

Zhang Xing Hong 章星虹 Han Suyin zai Malaiya: xingyi, xiezuo he shehui canyu (1952-1964) 韓素音

在馬來亞：行醫、寫作和社會參與 (1952-1964) (Singapore: Bafang wenhua chuangzuoshi, 2016).  
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match-making session for him to meet the daughter of a Chinese businessman but 

Wang did not agree to this marital arrangement for he knew they had no common 

interest. This turn of events thus was not only for melodramatic effect but possibly 

inspired by the notion of equality and free love advocated in Chinese literary works 

produced after the May Fourth Movement in China.184 

In 1957, Run Run Shaw left Singapore for Hong Kong to reorganise its 

production facilities and to look into developments that would strengthen Shaw’s 

position against their rivalry with Loke Wan Tho. On the other hand, Runme Shaw 

continued to manage their business in Singapore and Malaya (renamed as Malaysia 

after gaining independence in 1957) with the assistance of Chua whose new 

responsibilities include accompanying film stars on their promotional tours abroad to 

places such as Bangkok, Tokyo and Amsterdam. For example, Chua was part of the 

entourage of Malay actresses celebrating KLM's inaugural DC-8 flight from Singapore 

to Amsterdam in 1961.185 Upon his return from these different work trips, Chua wrote 

a series of poems which was inspired by his travel experiences. Subsequently, these 

poems were compiled and published in three separate anthologies, namely Xue Ni 雪

泥, Meng Tu 夢土 and Lü Xin 旅心 in 1967. 

Chua was also involved in the vetting of film scripts which was submitted to 

the Shaw Brothers for production, distribution or exhibition during the 1950s and 1960s. 

 
184 On the influence of May Fourth Movement in Singapore, see David L. Kenley, New Culture in a 

New World: The May Fourth Movement and the Chinese Diaspora in Singapore, 1919-1932 (New 

York: Routledge, 2003). 
185 See “Film star envoys back”, The Straits Times, 18 January 1961, p. 9. The DC-8 was developed by 

the Douglas Aircraft Company of Santa Monica, California. National Airlines, KLM, Eastern Air 

Lines and Japan Airlines were among the earliest to purchase the DC-8 airplane. For an overview of its 

development, see “The Douglas DC-8 Part 1 and Part 2” in Airways Magazine, January and February 

2016. 
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Up till his retirement in 1973, Chua’s daily routine was similar to that of the Shaw 

Brothers who had to view raw copies for quality control or to mark out problematic 

scenes which might get them into trouble with the film censors in Singapore. Chua 

would also insert comments on the film scripts which he vetted,186 these comments 

ranged from a proposed change in cast to deletion or addition of scenes. Scripts for 

Amoy, Cantonese and Teochew film productions were also vetted and read through by 

Chua who believed that the demand for such films will be strong in Singapore. Chua 

recalled that he once paid $130,000 for the rights to distribute the Teochew opera film 

Chensan Wuniang 陳三五娘 (The Mirror and Lychee) which was deemed to be over-

priced. Nonetheless, Chua reassured Run Run Shaw that it would be a worthwhile 

investment and he was eventually proven right.187 Chua himself was also a huge fan of 

Teochew opera and knowing the history of the Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia, 

Chua was acutely aware that there would be a demand for Teochew films in places like 

Singapore, Malaysia (mostly in Johor and Penang), Thailand, Cambodia and 

Vietnam.188 By early 1960s, Run Run Shaw was quick to tap into the market for 

 
186 Chua vetted close to 600 film scripts for the Shaw Brothers which he later donated to the NUS 

Chinese Library and the Hong Kong Film Archives. 
187 Chua mentioned this in his oral interview with the National Archives of Singapore, see accession 

number 001157, reel 26. Also see “Yaoxunqiu zhuyan zhuming chaoju caisepian ‘Chensan Wuniang’ 

Shaoshijigou yi huode zhuanyingquan” 姚璇秋主演著名潮剧彩色片陳三五娘邵氏機構已獲得專映

權, Sin Chew Jit Poh 星洲日報, 15 August 1961, p. 15. The craze for Teochew opera films started 

with Suliuniang 苏六娘 (1960) distributed by Kong Ngee in Singapore, which was screened for a total 

of 72 days in the year alone. See “qicai Suliuniang” 七彩蘇六娘, Sin Chew Jit Poh 星洲日報, 25 July 

1961, p. 13. It also spurred the production of similar films through Chiu Ngee, one of the four 

subsidiaries of Kong Ngee, in 1961. For an overview on its development and the key players involved 

in the making of Teochew films, see May Ng (ed.), The Chaozhou-dialect Films of Hong Kong (Hong 

Kong: Hong Kong Film Archive, 2013). 
188 Chua’s observation and sentiments were shared by Ricardo Uy, an assistant producer with the Shaw 

Brothers in Hong Kong in the 1960s, who pointed out that film prints will usually leave from Hong 

Kong to Singapore and then to Thailand, suggesting that Thailand was a potentially lucrative market. 

See Uy’s oral interview with the National Archives of Singapore, accession number 002324. 
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Teochew opera films through the signing of contract with Dong Shan Company 東山

影業公司 in 1961. 

A strategy of co-production with investors from Thailand and Philippines was 

also adopted by Run Run Shaw in order to maximise profits. An example is Crocodile 

River 鱷魚河 completed in 1965 and directed by Lo Wei 羅維. The main leads are Li 

Ting 李婷 and Chang Chung. In the film, traditional Thai dance, Thai boxing match, 

floating market, the Tuk Tuk ride and others are deliberately incorporated to convey a 

sense of authenticity for the audience. Actresses such as Carrie Koo Mei 顧媚 also 

acted in at least four Thai productions in the late 1950s prior to joining the Shaw 

Brothers.189 It was common for Chua to accompany the cast for publicity stunts in 

Thailand because he could communicate with the locals using Teochew. Coupled with 

the availability of Chinese radio stations, the flourishing of gramophone and cassette 

recordings 190 as well as frequent visits by professional Teochew opera troupes to 

Thailand,191 all these different factors helped to boost the marketability of Shaw’s films 

up till the late 1970s. 

 
189 Carrie Koo Mei was born in 1929. She was a celebrated singer and actress in Hong Kong, Thailand 

and China before she went on to become a successful painter. Koo was employed by the Shaw 

Brothers to be the singing voice for actress Lin Dai 林黛 in the movie Endless Love 不了情 (1961) 

before she became the main female lead herself in Little Lark 小雲雀 (1965) and shot to fame. Koo 

was frequently invited to perform in Thailand as a way to promote her films for the Shaw Brothers, see 

“Gu Mei zhunbei laixin” 顧媚準備來新, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 4 April 1964, p. 20. In the 

article, Koo mentioned that in the coming days, she will be in Bangkok to publicise the film Comedy of 

Mismatches 喬太守亂點鴛鴦譜 (1964).  
190 On how the easy access to gramophone and cassette recordings had encouraged a general interest 

on Mandarin-Chinese popular songs in Thailand, see Fang Si Yi 方思藝, Taihua yinyue wenyu 

xindongtai 泰華音樂文娛新動態 (Current musical and cultural activities among Thai-Chinese) 

(Bangkok: Shengli chubanshe, 1992).   
191 Ladda Prasopsombat counted 80 Teochew opera troupes in Thailand between 1952 and 1962. 

Nevertheless, Teochew opera was negatively affected by the rise of Teochew films in the 1950s, and it 

was only in 1966, after the Thai Rediffusion promoted Hong Kong’s Xintiancai 新天彩 opera troupe, 

that saw more opera troupes visiting Thailand again. See “Teochew Opera: The Formation and 

Reviving Chinese Identity under the Network of Thailand Chinese Community in the aspect of 
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Among the numerous film scripts submitted to the Shaw Brothers, close to 30 

scripts were from Feng Huang Film Company 鳳凰影業, Hua Qiao Film Company 華

僑影業 and Union Film Enterprise 中聯電影 which were perceived to be “leftist” film 

companies in Hong Kong. The genesis of such a connection could be traced to Chua 

and his friendship with Wu Qi Min who was engaged as the scriptwriter for films such 

as Kaleidoscope 人海萬花筒  (1950), The Blood Bee 血海蜂  (1950) and Never 

Promise Anything 有求不應 (1953) where the latter soon became acquainted with 

other “leftist” filmmakers in Hong Kong. Chua also recommended the novel The 

Seduction of Coffee 咖啡的誘惑 written in 1951 by South-bound Chinese intellectual 

Yao Zi 姚紫 (1920-1982), to be made into a Mandarin film. It was titled Blooming 

Roses 薔薇處處開 and directed by Yeung Kung-leong 楊工良 for the Shaw Brothers 

in Hong Kong in 1952.192 In a way, Chua’s diverse connections were instrumental to 

the success of the Shaw Brothers at a time when they have yet to revamp and expand 

their film production studios in Hong Kong, thus highly reliant on a stable supply of 

films produced by other film companies.     

 
Economic and Cultural Relations”, Panyapiwat Journal, 10, 2 (2018): 315-328. Also see Chapter 3 of 

Kornphanat Tungkeunkunt, “The Urban Culture of Chinese Society in Bangkok: Cinemas, Broadcast 

and Literature, 1950s-1970s”, PhD Diss., National University of Singapore, 2012. 
192 Yao Zi is the pen name of Zheng Meng Zhou 鄭夢周. Yao was born in Quanzhou, Fujian and he 

arrived in Singapore to teach at the Tao Nan Primary School in 1947. Subsequently, he joined the 

newspaper Nanyang Siang Pau as an editor for their supplement but quitted in 1954 to focus on 

writing novels. Yao’s novel Ka Fei De You Huo portrays the story of a dance hostess who travelled 

from China to Singapore in order to make a living. As Yao generally adopted a non-judgmental 

attitude towards the various social injustice contributing to the plight of the protagonists in his novel, 

some critics saw his work as a form of “yellow culture” for his unwillingness to condemn the British 

colonial rule. The romantic relationships depicted in the novel were also deemed sensationalistic and 

potentially harmful to the youths in Singapore. After Yao’s work was made into the Mandarin film 

Blooming Roses, it was never screened in Singapore. For more details on Yao’s biography, see Huang 

Hui Ling and Wang Ye (eds.) 黄惠龄, 王烨主编 Yaozi: wenxue lichen 姚紫: 文学历程 (Yao Zi: His 

Literary Journey) (Singapore: National Library Board, 2011).     
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3.7 Passing the torch and closure in Chua’s career with the Shaw Brothers 

Chua’s role as a gate-keeper for the Shaw Brothers also extended to Chua Lam, 

who was doing his further studies at the Nihon University in Japan. Impressed by the 

high quality of Japanese films, Chua Lam proposed to Run Run Shaw that he could 

help to select and import these films as a cheaper alternative to increase Shaw’s overall 

production output during the 1950s and 1960s. In 1963, Chua Lam joined the Shaw 

Brothers as their full-time staff and he was chiefly involved in linking up the Japanese 

film directors with Run Run Shaw. Between 1966 and 1971, Japanese film directors 

like Umetsugu Inoue and Tadashi Nishimoto directed a total of 31 films for the Shaw 

Brothers in Hong Kong and facilitated a transfer of knowledge which was crucial to 

the development of new techniques and ideas for the Hong Kong Cinema.193 Japanese 

films were so popular in Hong Kong that two theatre chains in Hong Kong were then 

dedicated solely to the screening of these films and often drew in huge crowd.194 In the 

late 1980s, Chua Lam left the Shaw Brothers to join Golden Harvest as their Vice 

President for production which propelled Jackie Chan to international stardom and led 

to another boom in Hong Kong-Japan co-productions.195  

 
193 On transfer of skills between Japanese filmmakers and the Shaw Brothers, see Yoshiharu Tezuka, 

Japanese Cinema Goes Global: Filmworkers' Journeys (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 

2012), pp.60-66. Yau Shuk-ting also conducted oral interviews with a number of Japanese filmmakers 

working in Hong Kong during the 1950s and 1960s, see Gangri yingren koushulishi: huadiweiyou 港

日影人口述歷史：化敵為友 (Oral interviews with Hong Kong-Japanese film personnel) (Hong 

Kong: Xianggangdaxue chubanshe, 2012). 
194 On the close connection between Japan and Hong Kong film industries, see Yau Shuk-ting, Kinnia, 

Japanese and Hong Kong Film Industries: Understanding the Origins of East Asian Film Networks 

(London: Routledge, 2010). 
195 Ibid, p.106 
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Chua retired in 1973 from the Shaw enterprise and his eldest son Chua Dan 

took over his role in the company. Chua chose to focus his attention on literature, 

eventually winning the Singapore Book Prize in 1978 with his solo narrative poem 

Wuse de hong 無色的虹  (Colourless rainbow). He was also nominated for the 

Southeast Asia Write Award by the Ministry of Social Affairs in 1988196 where he met 

members of the Thai-Chinese Literary Association and proposed activities to foster 

closer interactions between Singapore and Thailand’s literary circle. Chua suggested 

that it would be good to translate literary works from both countries into the local 

languages and he recommended Thai author Nikom Raiyawa’s novel Taling Soong, 

Sung Nak (Steep Banks, Heavy Logs, 1984) for translation into Chinese for the readers 

in Singapore.197 It was also at around the same period of time that Chua’s youngest son 

Chua Swan,198 ventured to shoot some of his television serials such as Paint A Rainbow 

調色板  (1987) and Enchanted Eyes 天眼  (1990) in Thailand for the Singapore 

Broadcasting Corporation.  

Chua’s award-winning poem was distinctive for his skillful deployment of 

Malay words in order to reflect the multi-racial and multi-cultural character of 

Singapore’s society. One could easily notice how Chua’s poem was suffused with 

 
196 Chua’s nomination for the Southeast Asia Write Award was reported in the newspaper, cementing 

his status as an important literary pioneer in Singapore since the 1980s. See “Singaporean wins SEA 

Write Award” in The Straits Times, AFT, 16 October 1988, p. 18. He was also allocated a permanent 

exhibition space in the Singapore Literary Pioneers Gallery, set up within the National Library in the 

2000s. 
197 See “Liu Beian Taiguo huojiang guilai” 柳北岸泰國獲獎歸來, Lianhe Zaobao 聯合早報, 26 

October 1988, p. 42. Chua had earlier promoted collaboration with non-Chinese literary pioneers in 

Singapore such as Edwin Thumboo, Chandran Nair, S.N. Masuri, Mohamed Latiff Mohamed, V.I. 

Vanam and Surat Markasan through the 1978 “Nation-wide Poetry Recital Event”, in an effort to 

promote literature among Singaporeans regardless of the language barrier or ethnic background. Like 

Chua, Edwin Thumboo and Masuri are also recipients of the Southeast Asia Write Award. 
198 Chua Swan is the youngest son of Chua Boon Hean. He was born in 1947 in Singapore. He 

completed his further studies in Japan and join the Radio Television Singapore in 1972. 
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phrases that reflected his aptitude in borrowing from the Malay language and culture. 

Phrases like “kemari” (which means to come over), “terima kasih” (which means thank 

you), “mata” (which means the eye but also colloquially to refer to the police), “tolong” 

(which means to help) and many others were embedded in his narrative poem in a 

meaningful way. In some instances, these Malay phrases were used to ensure that 

rhyming is consistently achieved in the poem, usually deployed in alternate 

sentences.199 Chua’s poem included Malay cuisines too. For example, it was mentioned 

that the wife of the main protagonist was a Peranakan/Nyonya lady and she likes to 

cook dishes using spices and belachan, which is a Malay word for fermented shrimp 

paste. It was added that such Malay cuisine was different from the Chinese food which 

the male protagonist enjoyed back in his hometown in China. 200  Recalling the 

motivation for writing this poem, Chua confessed that his work was inspired by his 

friend in real life who like him, was once employed as a Chinese school teacher in 

Singapore. As the male protagonist (in the poem) struggled to make ends meet after 

the end of the Second World War, it was friends and family who gave him the strength 

to live on, something similar to Chua’s own experience in Singapore. 

After completing Colourless rainbow in 1977, Chua reverted to writing short 

poems which tended to focus more on places, sights or plants commonly seen found in 

Singapore. This can be seen from his works Yu da bajiao 雨打芭蕉 (Rain on plantain) 

and Xinjiapohe 新加坡河 (Singapore River), both written in 1981. Nevertheless, his 

 
199 The rhyming is found on the 2nd, 4th, 6th, 8th and 10th line with “ng” sound -- 阿歷拉我到一邊說/你

要多隆，你要多隆(tolong)/船道橋頭船頭直/我答應，來同住，生死可與共(gong)/ 幸而有個幫忙

的老趙/亦好得有個出錢的老宋(song)/收了岳父屍體去安葬/抬過了倒霉的棺材扛(kang)/快動作，

辦了一件事/自己罵自己，沒有種(zhong). 
200 Chua translated belachan into 勿拉尖; the original verse is 好得那時魚兒蝦兒很便宜/可惜阿歷做

菜愛用勿拉尖/這樣的味道雖然不合我/吃了只是一點點. 
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solo narrative poem signified the pinnacle of Chua’s literary accomplishments in that 

he was able to document the common experience of the Chinese migrants in Singapore 

while consciously reminding readers of the shared geographical and historical affinities 

with the Southeast Asian region where Malay used to be the lingua franca for the 

population.  

In September 1982, Chua was invited to a closed-door forum organised by 

Nanyang Siang Pau where a number of Taiwanese filmmakers like Li Xing 李行, Bai 

Jing Ru 白景瑞 and Liao Xiang Xiong 廖祥雄 had gathered to discuss on ways to 

revive the film industry in Singapore.201 At the forum, Chua noted that there had been 

previous attempts to produce Chinese films but it required much “team effort” to do it 

well. He added that a successful film cannot be solely dependent on the star appeal of 

its main actors and actresses. It was imperative for the government to take the lead 

(instead of private film companies) in developing the necessary infrastructure and to 

groom new talents for the film industry in Singapore. Unknowingly, Chua’s 

suggestions were eventually taken into consideration in the Report of the Advisory 

Council on Culture and the Arts completed in 1989.  

 

3.8 Concluding remark 

This chapter had offered an overview of the life of Chua Boon Hean and his 

interactions with the various ethnic communities and key players of the film industry 

in Singapore. It highlighted the different strategies adopted by Chua while working for 

 
201 This forum was reported in the newspaper, see “Xinjiapo ying you ziji de dianyingye” 新加坡應有

自己的電影業, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 24 September 1982, p. 33. 
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the Shaw Brothers and the making of a “trans-media” facilitator unique to the context 

of Singapore, which entailed a high degree of cultural adaptability evident in Chua’s 

career as a scriptwriter for MFP. Here, we are reminded that the parochial attitude 

commonly exhibited among migrants from the different Chinese dialect groups, is not 

applicable to Chua and like Mak Lau Fong’s observation, we should not assume 

homogeneity within each Chinese dialect group.202 The next chapter will explore the 

contributions of Chua in the film industry and how it would enrich our understanding 

of the dynamics among different dialect groups in Singapore during the 20th century. 

 

 

  

 
202 See Mak Lau Fong, “Rigidity of System Boundary among Major Chinese Dialect Groups in 

Nineteenth-Century Singapore: A Study of Inscription Data”, Modem Asian Studies, 14,3 (1980): 465-

487. 
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Chapter Four: Bridging Worlds - Chua Boon Hean and Singapore’s Film 

and Cultural Industries 

 

The life and career of Chua Boon Hean was most impressive when we see how 

he deftly navigated through the various forms of print and visual medium, from 

creating advertisements to editing film magazine and tabloid paper for the Shaw 

Brothers. Underlying this was the innate capability to accurately gauge the preferences 

of a wide range of readers, moviegoers or patrons, which was a much-coveted skill 

within the film and entertainment industries in Singapore. Over time, this ability 

encourages Chua to shuttle between the perspective of the potential audience and that 

of the director/producer when he was entrusted by the Shaw Brothers to view raw 

copies of film reels prior to finalising the production. Subsequently, he also chose to 

become a scriptwriter for MFP which marked the start of his friendship with the 

talented Malay film director P. Ramlee in the 1950s. Chua remained an important gate-

keeper for the Shaw Brothers up till 1973 and was responsible for a number of shrewd 

decisions that contributed to the reputation of the Shaw enterprise as “Hollywood of 

the East”. Notably, Chua made a name for himself in the field of literature after 

clinching a number of literary awards as well as the setting up of the Singapore 

Association of Writers in 1970.203 Chua even wrote a script titled Moth 灯蛾 for the 

 
203 Chua and 13 other founders set up the Association in 1970, they are Lien Shih Sheng 連士升, Miao 

Xiu 苗秀, Zhao Rong 趙戎, Yao Zi 姚紫, Lee Ting Hui 李廷輝, Du Hong 杜紅, Zhou Can 周粲, 

Miao Mang 苗芒, Wong Meng Voon 黃孟文, Chen Fan 陳凡, Zhong Qi 鐘祺, Xie Ke 謝克 and Mai 

Qing 麥青.Today, the Singapore Association of Writers is still active publishing and organizing 

activities, see http://www.singaporewriters.org.sg/profile.html . 

http://www.singaporewriters.org.sg/profile.html
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Singapore Broadcasting Corporation (SBC) in 1980204 which was turned into the first 

mid-length 13 episodes television serial. It was shot in colour by his youngest son Chua 

Swan who had joined the SBC earlier on in 1972. 

Here, the multi-faceted story of Chua can contribute in two areas. Firstly, it has 

expanded our current understanding on the five main Chinese dialect groups in 

Singapore and the possibility of interactions among these groups. We can also locate 

apparent differences within the community of Babas/Straits-born Chinese in Singapore 

too. Secondly, it has shed light on the multi-cultural turn in the developments of the 

film industry undertaken by the Shaw Brothers in Singapore. We are able to see the 

making of a “trans-media” facilitator linking up participants of the Chinese and Malay 

film industry which had been overlooked in existing studies on Singapore film history. 

 

4.1 Reaching out to different Chinese dialect groups  

Contrary to popular narratives of Chinese migrants from the five main dialect 

groups in Singapore which inevitably highlighted how the language spoken by each 

Chinese dialect group was unintelligible to one another, Chua was clearly undaunted 

by this language barrier when he first arrived in Singapore in 1927. Instead, he 

 
204 When local television was started in 1963, there were only two channels available to local audience. 

Channel 5 broadcasts in English and Malay for five hours a day on weekdays and 10 hours a day over 

the weekend. Channel 8 would have programmes in Mandarin and Tamil. A typical television 

programme in the 1970s (from 10am to 12 midnight) for Channel 5 consists of music programmes, 

news in English and Malay, prices of essential food products, movies and television drama series 

imported from overseas. For Channel 8 (from 5.50pm to 10.50pm), news in Mandarin and Tamil, 

prices of essential food products, sports desk as well as movies were the most common programmes to 

be offered back then. Generally, the television was tasked to disseminate government policies and 

current affairs to the public; up till the 1980s, educational programmes are a regular component of 

television’s daily offering, especially in the morning and afternoon timeslots. Television serials 

however, will be shown in the later part of the day, usually at 9.30pm, follow by movies at 10.30pm, 

before closing at 11.40pm. The television industry in Singapore was protected from the influx of 

foreign competition until 1991. See Lau Joon-Nie “Singapore TV: From Local to Global”, Biblioasia, 

12,1 (2016): 32-38. 
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demonstrated a strong willingness to collaborate with the minority Chinese dialect 

group like the Shaw Brothers who hailed from Ningpo (and belonging to the 

Shanghainese/Sanjiangren dialect group). When Chua first attended the interview with 

Run Run Shaw after he wound up his art studio in 1929, they had conversed in splatters 

of Shanghainese and Mandarin. The initial sense of doubt was quickly dispelled when 

Chua was able to demonstrate his talents at drawing advertisements, transcribing verbal 

instructions and drafting a letter on the spot. His ability to comprehend the accented 

Mandarin spoken by both Runme and Run Run Shaw comes in handy, just like his 

knowledge of the Jawi script and sensitivity to the Malay customs and traditions. Even 

during the challenging period of the Japanese Occupation of Singapore, Chua chose to 

use the time to improve his English proficiency which later allowed him to handle 

correspondences to the Shaw Brothers from the government. Clearly, professionalism 

and linguistic skills both played a part in facilitating the interactions between Chua and 

members of different Chinese dialect groups in Singapore.    

Before working for the Shaw Brothers, Chua was also acquainted with Hokkien 

merchants like Yin Yan where their common background in education would have 

facilitated a certain degree of trust. Chua established his initial contact to Yin Yan 

through his teacher Lin Bo Fu who was teaching in Johor, Malaya and he expressed an 

interest to handle advertisements for Yin’s Lian Yuan Film Company through his art 

studio. He also agreed to create a cinema poster for the company free of charge as a 

way to prove his capability. Pleased with Chua’s work, Yin Yan agreed to engage his 

service and provided a recommendation letter to help Chua reach out to other players 

in the industry. Nevertheless, at the end of the day, it was persistence and quality of his 

artwork produced in his studio which succeeded in securing more businesses for Chua.  
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Although the Shaw Brothers were shut out from the dialect-based networks in 

Singapore, at the individual level, there can still be collaborations. For example, Run 

Run Shaw once reached out to members of the Teochew community to put up a drama 

performance with Straits-born Chinese Chan Kee Seng and his two other friends Lu Fu 

Ya and Xu Fu Qi.205 It was made possible as Chan’s company shared the same premises 

as Hai Seng at Winchester House, Collyer Quay, and it started with actress Wang Han 

Lun visiting Singapore on a film promotional tour in 1927. The group chose to perform 

a wenmingxi (literally civilized drama) with Wang Han Lun titled Gu jing chong bo 古

井重波 (The widow wants to remarry) at the Victoria Theatre for one night.206 This 

informal collaboration probably helped to cement their friendship as both Lu and Xu 

later became managers of the New World and Great World respectively, which had 

been taken over by Runme and Run Run Shaw in the late 1930s. Yin Yan also joined 

the Shaw Brothers as one of their managers of the Great World in 1941 where he was 

subsequently nominated as president of the Great World Staff Club 大世界職工俱樂

部 when lives resumed its normalcy after the end of the Second World War.207 Straits-

born Chinese Liok Sek Yu who was head of the Equipment Department for the Shaw 

Brothers, also started out as the liquor store man at the Great World in 1938.208 Liok 

was later promoted to the position of General Manager in the late 1950s. 

 
205 See “Shao Yifu yan huaju” 邵逸夫演話劇, Lianhe Zaobao 聯合早報, 19 December 1983, p. 34. 
206 See “Advertisement”, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 15 February 1927, p. 2 and “Wang Hanlun 

zai dazhonglou dengtai yanju qingxing” 王漢倫在大鐘樓登台演劇情形, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商

報, 8 March 1927, p. 3. 
207 See “Dashijie zhigong julebu yi huo yunxu zhuce” 大世界職工俱樂部已獲允許註册, Nanyang 

Siang Pau 南洋商報, 28 December 1946, p. 6. 
208 See official website of the Shaw Organisation, accessible at https://about.shaw.sg/2-

shawfilmsmalaya.html. 

https://about.shaw.sg/2-shawfilmsmalaya.html
https://about.shaw.sg/2-shawfilmsmalaya.html
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Notably, Chua’s experience with the propaganda unit in the military prior to his 

arrival in Singapore had imbued in him a good sense of financial accountability and 

self-discipline. These would become skills essential to the collaboration between Chua 

and the Shaw Brothers which was not based on ancestral, regional or dialect ties. Back 

then, Runme Shaw recalled that he had to pay a hefty sum of $2,000 per month in order 

to rent the Empire Theatre for the screening of their films. It was necessary for someone 

to take track of the daily box-office sales in Singapore as he continued to travel to other 

parts of Malaya such as Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh and Penang to secure additional venues 

and expand their film exhibition business. Chua was entrusted to oversee the sale of 

tickets at the Empire Theatre in 1929 and he recalled that on occasions when he was 

asked to offer complimentary tickets to certain guests, he would record it dutifully in a 

booklet for audit purposes. Over time, handling the box-office sales granted him a 

direct way to gauge the preference of the audience and it gave him confidence to make 

suggestions to the Shaw Brothers in their purchase of films required to fill up the 

screening slots across the various theatres in Singapore and Malaya.  

According to Chua, the chain of cinema theatres under the Shaw Brothers will 

need at least 60 films per year to sustain its operations while their film studio in Hong 

Kong was able to produce slightly less than two-third of the required quantity after the 

Second World War. He was entrusted to source for suitable films outside the Shaw 

studios in order to ensure that business could run smoothly and to keep an eye on the 

profits and losses. To cope with the high target quantity stipulated by the Shaw Brothers 

annually, his second son Chua Lam was also roped in to assist him while he was doing 

his further studies in Japan. He would later join Run Run Shaw in Hong Kong as their 

full-time staff after graduation. Here, the high degree of responsibility and 
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accountability were valuable qualities which saw the Shaw Brothers appointing Chua 

as the gate-keeper for their company in Singapore.  

It should be noted that Chua claimed to understand English, Mandarin, Malay, 

Teochew, Cantonese, Shanghainese and Japanese which he picked up over the course 

of his life and career in the film industry. Although he displayed varying degree of 

proficiency at each language, multi-lingualism as practiced by Chua suggested a spirit 

of open-mindedness integral to his collaboration with other Chinese dialect groups in 

Singapore. More importantly, it pointed towards an aptitude in communicating with 

others, hence the possibility to move beyond a parochial mentality commonly 

displayed among Chinese migrants who tended to erect invisible barrier between 

members and non-members of respective Chinese dialect groups. Because of his 

linguistic talents, Chua was also not averse to collaborating with the Indian and Malay 

filmmakers in the Malay film industry as seen in the dozens of scripts he had 

contributed for MFP during the 1950s. 

 

4.2 Working with two groups of Straits-born Chinese in Singapore 

The Shaw Brothers would never have established their foothold in Singapore 

without securing the collaboration with the group of sinicised Straits-born Chinese like 

Kung Tian Siong. As shared by Runme Shaw in his oral interview, before renting the 

Empire Theatre in 1927, their film exhibition business was largely carried out on 

mobile equipment set up in small towns in parts of Malaya or held in tents and open-

air cinemas which were temporary in nature. Runme Shaw was able to tap on the 

convenience of roads and railway system which connected Singapore, Johor and other 

western parts of Malaya, constructed by the British since the late 19th century. 
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However, having a regular screening venue helped to reduce uncertainty in their 

business which explained why the Shaw Brothers were soon attracted to permanent 

sites of entertainment like the three amusement parks in Singapore. While they may 

lack the capital like the Westernised Straits-born Ong Brothers who constructed the 

New World or Lee Choon Yung from Dutch East Indies who founded the Great World 

in 1931, Runme Shaw recalled that they were quick to approach them to help run the 

amusement park on their behalf. It was proposed that they could help to manage the 

daily operations of the Worlds as much coordination was needed to manage the 

numerous stalls, cinemas, dancing halls, cabarets and etc.209    

In the 1930s, the Ong Brothers also imported new forms of amusement 

novelties from abroad for the New World. This included the Ghost Train, which was a 

replica of the one at Dreamland, Margate, as well as the Crazy House from Essex, 

which added sensorial experience through special gadgets like the “Eccentric Wheels”, 

causing the floor to rattle or slide where the visitor least expected it. Redevelopment 

plans were also being carried out in an attempt to continue maximising stall frontage 

and thus profiting through stall rental. Common spaces were deliberately created to be 

without clear physical boundaries within the Worlds so that spontaneous activities can 

take place as people gathered to dance, eat, play, wait or rest depending on the types of 

programmes clustered near the zone. The aim was to foster a mood of festivity and 

entice a continuous stream of crowd to explore the amusement park while keeping 

admission fee to affordable prices, encouraging potential patrons to return for their 

 
209 See “Interview with Runme Shaw” in Melanie Chew, Leaders of Singapore (Singapore: Resource 

Press, 1996), pp. 50-54. 
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preferred options of entertainment.210  The Shaw Brothers were thus able to study 

firsthand on audience preferences and the types of attractions which could successfully 

draw in the crowd. Notably, they were also convinced of the use of technology when 

the New World boasted its first open-air talkie in 1930.211 By December 1934, the 

Grand Theatre 大光戲院 within New World was completed and began to screen talkies 

produced by Unique.212   

When Chua first joined the Shaw Brothers in their film company in 1929, 

proprietors of the Capitol, Alhambra and Tivoli were all eagerly looking to refurbish 

their theatres for the screening of sound films too. The technical expertise was provided 

by Western Electric which manufactured electronic, audio communication devices 

(such as the Bell telephone)213 and Australasian Films in Singapore. Western talkies 

such as Howdy Broadway was screened at the Pavilion in early 1930 while Jazz Singer 

was screened at the Victoria Theatre at around the same period of time with much 

positive review as compared to the former film. Subsequently, Alhambra screened 

Hollywood Revue and It’s a Great Life for its reopening in March 1930 and the success 

of these Western talkies persuaded Straits-born Chinese Tan Cheng Kee, to consider 

converting to the screening of talkies at its venue in April 1930. Chinese talkies also 

began to appear at around the same period of time with a Chinese documentary being 

screened at the Palacegay and another feature film in Cantonese. The Shanghai Theatre 

 
210 See Wong Yunn Chii & Tan Kar Lin “Emergence of a Cosmopolitan Space for Culture and 

Consumption: The New World Amusement Park Singapore (1923-70) in the Inter-war Years”, Inter-

Asia Cultural Studies, 5,2 (2004): 279-304. 
211 Ibid, p. 295 
212 See “Xinshijie nei Daguang xiyuan kaimu” 新世界內大光戲院開幕, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商

報, 29 December 1934, p. 5. 
213 See Stephen B. Adams, Manufacturing the Future: A History of Western Electric (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
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which was previously used as a place for Cantonese opera performances (known as 

Tian Yan Da Wu Tai 天演大舞台 in Chinese), was also screening Chinese silent and 

sound films in the 1930s intermittently while the Palacegay, Tivoli and Empire would 

later emerge as regular venues for the screening of Chinese talkies by 1932. 

Nevertheless, Chinese silent films produced by Mingxing and Lianhua Film Company 

in Shanghai continued to be screened at Palacegay and Tivoli. On the other hand, 

Cantonese talkies such as Baijinlong 白金龍 (White Platinum Dragon), Shenghuo 生

活 (Life) and Huoshao efanggong 火烧阿房宫 (Fire burns the Efang Palace) brought 

in by the Shaw Brothers would be screened at either the Empire or the Grand Theatre 

within New World. Among the selection of Mandarin talkies screened at Tivoli such 

as Jiemeihua 姊妹花 (The Twin Sisters), Yuguangqu 渔光曲 (Song of the Fisherman), 

Konggulan 空谷蘭  (Orchid in the empty valley) and Fengyun ernü 風雲兒女 

(Children of troubled times) which were screened in 1934 and 1935, the largely 

positive film reviews for these works in the local newspapers did little to help boost 

the box-office sales. By 1936, it was reported that even the “best Mandarin talkie Taoli 

jie 桃李劫 (Plunder of Peach and Plum) from Shanghai” had under-performed at the 

box-office as compared to the decent sum of profits generated from most Cantonese 

talkies in Singapore and Malaya.214  

According to Chua, this could possibly be attributed to the perplexing narrative 

of Mandarin talkies which were heavily influenced by leftist film ideologies in 

Shanghai following the intensifying Sino-Japanese conflicts in the 1930s. On the other 

 
214 See “ernianlai yueyu guochanpian qinru Malaiya guoyu guochanpian dashoudaji” 二年來粵語國產

片侵入馬來亞國語國產片大受打擊, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 8 April 1936, p.6. 
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hand, Cantonese talkies tended to recycle familiar cultural tropes, Chinese myths and 

legends; these were so popular among the local audience in Singapore that one would 

occasionally see them being scheduled for screening at the Marlborough which was 

known to screen only Western and Indian talkies in the 1930s. Cinema theatres located 

within the New World, Great World and Happy World which was the last to open in 

1937 by Hokkien merchant George Lee, also served as venues for the screening of 

mostly Cantonese talkies prior to the Japanese Occupation in 1942.  

Throughout the 1930s, Cantonese talkies were targeted by leftist film critics in 

Shanghai as works of little educational merit but Chua refused to take the same view. 

Instead, he believed that melodrama, folklore, horror and fantastical martial arts 

remained popular themes in Cantonese talkies targeting the audience in Singapore and 

Malaya precisely because they had been proven to be straight-forward and easily 

understood, especially among the batch of sinicised Straits-born Chinese. As a result, 

any films which chose to incorporate such themes in reckless ways were harmful to the 

audience regardless of the language. Chua also defended the positive moral values of 

loyalty and self-sacrifice which can be readily found in selected Cantonese talkies 

produced by Unique or distributed by the Shaw Brothers. He proposed that watching 

the right kinds of films is not self-indulgent or simply some mindless form of 

entertainment; it can also be a way for one to express subtle patriotism towards China, 

especially among the overseas Chinese who were unable to participate directly or 

physically in the anti-Japanese resistance movement. Hence, in his article featured in 

the film magazine Screen Voice, he praised works such as Yeguang bei 夜光杯 (The 

Luminescent Cup, 1939) as a meaningful film to watch. It had depicted the story of a 
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dance hostess who used her beauty to seduce men and asking them to assist her in the 

assassination of a wartime collaborator. Chua also recommended his readers to watch 

Hollywood films like Confessions of a Nazi Spy which he described as an enjoyable 

spy thriller that depicted “the crazy and racist acts of Hitler”. Chua’s strategies in 

Screen Voice also included updating readers with other forms of entertainment such as 

drama and Chinese opera (apart from Chinese films) which were either fund-raising 

activities or part of the rally for China’s resistance efforts among the overseas Chinese 

residing in Southeast Asia. For example, he gave much coverage on the impending visit 

of actors and actresses from the Cantonese Unit of the Chinese Artists Troupe 中華藝

術劇團 to Hong Kong as well as devoting pages of the magazine to actress Li Qi Nian 

李綺年, who was launching a photograph exhibition in order to collect donations for 

wounded soldiers in China. In doing so, Chua consistently urged his readers that they 

could demonstrate their patriotism through a careful “consumption” of films and other 

cultural activities as war raged on in many parts of China. 

At the same time, the growing popularity of amusement parks provided new 

venues for the screening of Chinese films. Potential audiences are now differentiated 

into those willing to pay for English talkies, Mandarin talkies, Cantonese talkies or 

Chinese silent films. This came about after existing standalone theatres such as Roxy, 

Gaiety, Apollo and Wembley began to specialise in the screening of Western and non-

Chinese talkies in response to the setting up of National Film Censorship Committee 

in 1931 in Nanjing, which initially prohibited dialects to be used in all Chinese film 

productions for domestic viewing or exports. The Committee also required the national 

language of Mandarin (guoyu) to be used in films for the purpose of enlightening the 
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masses, just like how the policy was enforced among Chinese schools in China and 

abroad. Even though the 1932 Straits Settlements Annual Education Report noted that 

“[since] the National Language Movement in 1920, which originated in China, the 

Chinese Vernacular Schools in Malaya have wholeheartedly adopted the National 

Language or Kuo Yu as the medium of instruction”, majority of the Chinese population 

in Singapore and Malaya were more comfortable with Chinese dialects and not 

Mandarin. Subsequently, filmmakers in Canton argued that it was premature to 

implement the policy and negotiated an extension in the deadline for implementation 

across all film studios in China to July 1937.  

  

4.3 Advocating a multi-cultural turn for the Shaw Brothers  

As the Shaw Brothers took over the running of over a hundred cinema theatres 

and several amusement parks in Singapore and Malaya by early 1940s, they were also 

keen to diversify their film production and cater to a wide range of audience (Chinese 

and non-Chinese) across multiple geographical locations in Southeast Asia. Since 

Malay was the lingua franca in the region and familiar to both Straits-born Chinese and 

Malays in the pre-Second World War period, Malay filmmaking occupied a central 

place in this scheme of diversification. At the same time, Chua’s sensitivity to the 

multi-racial society in Singapore following his first visit to Happy Valley, probably 

inspired him to read up on the Malay community in his leisure time. Apart from 

consulting bilingual dictionaries, Chua turned to resources translated by the South Seas 

Society and other relevant publications available in the era. 215 Given his friendship 

 
215 Some of these publications are Xingzhou shinian, 1929-1939 星洲十年, a Chinese encyclopedia 

edited by South-bound Chinese intellectual Fu Wu Men 傅無悶 for the Sin Chew Jit Poh on its 10th 
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with Chang Lee Chien 張禮千 who was one of the founders of the South Seas Society 

set up in March 1940 in Singapore,216 Chua was well-placed to tap on these resources 

for the Shaw Brothers who would restart their Malay film productions not long after 

the Japanese Occupation ended in 1945. Chua also recalled that he would seek advice 

on such matters with friends and colleagues or looked through religious texts such as 

the Quran which guided everyday practices of the Malay/Muslim communities in the 

world. Among his friends, Shamsuddin Tung Tao Chang was the most knowledgeable 

on the Malay culture, being a Chinese Muslim himself and he later published a Chinese 

annotated Quran in 1989. Tung’s family was very pious and his father even constructed 

a Malay mosque in the county of Dangtu 當塗, China, for religious purposes. His wife 

was the daughter of Haji Ibrahim Ma Tian Ying (also a Chinese Muslim), Chinese 

Consul appointed by the KMT government to Ipoh in 1948. Tung graduated from the 

Fudan University in Shanghai and came to Singapore in 1950. 217 It was known that he 

arduously translated the Quran using the English versions produced by A. Yusuf Ali 

and Muhammad Marmadukc Pickihaii as his main reference, while cross-checking 

 
anniversary. In 1954, another South-bound Chinese intellectual Hsu Yun Tsiao 許雲樵 also published 

the translation for Sejarah Melayu (Malay Annals) which recorded tales and anecdotes of the medieval 

Malay society. 
216 Chang Lee Chien was known to compile A Biography of Raffles 新嘉坡开辟伟人雷佛士传 and A 

History of Malacca 馬六甲史 where the latter was published by the Commercial Press in Hong Kong. 

He also completed An Overview of the Agriculture in Malaya 馬來亞農業大綱 based on the five-

volume publications titled Flora of the Malay Peninsula (1922–1925) by H.N. Ridley, the then Director 

of the Singapore Botanic Gardens. Chang’s works provided valuable inspiration for Chua’s film scripts 

as he sought to understand the history and culture of the region after settling down in Singapore prior to 

the Japanese Occupation. For more details, see Ho Khai Leong 何啟良 (ed.) bainian xunyi: Maxin 

lishirenwu yanjiu 百年尋繹：馬新歷史人物研究 (Research on the Historical Figures in Malaysia and 

Singapore) (Petaling Jaya, Selangor D.E.: Laman daxue Zhonghuayanjiuzhongxin, 2013).    
217 For Tung’s biography, see Tong Dao Rong 仝道荣, Nüzhenzu de yi zhi houyi – Tong xing 女真族

的一支後裔—仝姓 (China: Fenghuang chubanshe, 2009), pp. 264-267.   
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with other sources in French and Arabic, suggesting that Tung himself was multi-

lingual.218 

  

4.4 Bridging the worlds of Malay and Chinese filmmaking  

The post-Second World War period thus saw the start of a multi-cultural turn 

in the film industry where Malay films were rapidly being produced and directed in 

Singapore (mostly by Indian film directors) while Chinese filmmaking in Mandarin 

and other Chinese dialects took place mostly in Hong Kong with funding from 

investors in Singapore. This arrangement was effective as Chua formalised practices 

like scriptwriting for the Shaw Brothers and encouraged the translation of suitable 

Chinese cultural materials for Malay films produced in Singapore during the early 

1950s. Gradually, a foundation was established which would later facilitate the transfer 

of knowledge to Malay film directors such as P. Ramlee whom Chua had worked 

closely with in the 1950s. Chua’s script on Sri Menanti (1958) also pre-dated the 

practice of dubbing commonly applied during the screening of Japanese films, Thai or 

Philippines co-productions in Singapore in the 1960s. In the case of Sri Menanti and 

Malai fengyue, it represented the earliest successful effort by the Shaw Brothers to 

extend the shelf life of its Malay film and reaching out to both the Malay and Chinese 

communities in Singapore. This film was still vividly remembered by a film critic Cao 

Zheng two years after its screening. 219   

 
218 For a short introduction of the Chinese annotated Quran published by Tung, see Lin Song 林松, 

“Tong Dao Zhang de Gulanjing zhong’awen duizhao xiang shiben” 仝道章的《古蘭經》中阿文對照

詳釋本, Musilin zaixian 穆斯林在線, accessible at 

http://www.muslimwww.com/html/2014/xueshu_1124/25490.html. 
219 In Cao’s article, he compared Sri Menanti with Cathay-Keris’ film Lion City which marks the start 

of a series of local productions to be made as part of the Malayanisation movement in Singapore, 

leading on to the merger with Malaysia in 1963. In the article, he felt that it was undesirable for films 

http://www.muslimwww.com/html/2014/xueshu_1124/25490.html
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On the other hand, Chua’s interest on learning about the Malay language and 

culture was inspired by his three elder brothers who had ventured to this region in the 

early 20th century in order to seek employment and support the family. His eldest 

brother landed in Jambi, Sumatra (Dutch East Indies), while his second brother landed 

in Pontian Kechil, Johor and his third brother landed in Sandakan, capital of North 

Borneo. Chua thus knew from first-hand experience that knowledge of the Malay 

language and culture facilitated quicker assimilation into the local society and helped 

to ease cross-ethnic business transactions in the region, as seen from the success of his 

second brother’s business in Malaya. Chua’s interest in the Malay world of the region 

was thus aligned with that of the Shaw Brothers who had invested in amusement parks 

in Singapore, Ipoh and Alor Star by 1930s. It should be noted that Ipoh was a tin mining 

town since the 19th century and Alor Star was the primary town in Kedah (a rice 

cultivation area) with a highly urbanised environment. By the early 20th century, 

Chinese migrants constituted over half of the total population in many of these 

urbanised towns scattered across Malaya including Malacca and Georgetown in 

Penang. Mining centres also became urbanised with the growth in population and 

proliferation of commercial activities as seen in places such as Ipoh, Taiping, Chemor, 

Lahat, Seremban and Kuala Lampur while rubber-growing districts like Kluang, 

 
to discuss about inter-racial romance because he had observed how Sri Menanti and another stage play 

written by Zhu Xu (朱緒), tend to portray the Malay religion as possible obstruction to the romantic 

relationship. He added that since scriptwriters are not willing to challenge the restrictive nature of 

Malay religion nor able to provide a solution to how “true love” can transcend the many issues faced 

by inter-racial couples in reality, it can be misleading to present such a topic onscreen. Cao cautioned 

that from the perspective of a naïve audience, he or she might even hate the Malay religion or leaves 

the cinema thinking that most Malay patriarchs are too conservative and unwilling to change. 

Therefore, such films could possibly disrupt racial harmony in Singapore. See “tan huawu lianai de 

yingpian ticai” 談華巫戀愛的影片題材, Nanyang Siang Pau 南洋商報, 24 December 1960, p. 21. 
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Segamat, Bentong and Bukit Mertajam, became dominated by the Chinese migrants 

prior to the Japanese Occupation in 1942.220 

 Even though Chinese migrants dominated both Ipoh and Alor Star, there were 

subtle differences between both urban towns which could be used to explain the 

popularity of Cantonese over Mandarin talkies in the 1930s. Alor Star was more similar 

to Johor where the Chinese population (predominantly Hokkien and Teochew) 

constituted nearly half and the Malay population constituted one-third of the total 

population. 221 In Ipoh as well as parts of the Straits Settlements, Chinese migrants can 

constitute up to three-quarter of the total population,222 with up to 40% of the Chinese 

population in Malacca were Hokkien; in Penang, up to 60% were Hokkien, over 20% 

were Cantonese. In Singapore, up to 44% were Hokkien and at least 20% were 

Cantonese.223  This population distribution explains why the Shaw Brothers would 

agree with Chua to set aside financial resources for the investment in Mandarin, 

Teochew and Malay films in Singapore prior and after the Second World War.224 

Chua’s familiarity with the socio-cultural context of the Malay communities in 

 
220 See M. S. Sidhu, “Chinese Dominance of West Malaysian Towns, 1921-1970”, Geography, 61, 1 

(1976): 17-23. 
221 See Wu Xiao An, Chinese Business in the Making of a Malay State, 1882-1941: Kedah and Penang 

(London; New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), p. 30. 
222 In Malacca, Chinese constituted up to 35% of the total population while in Penang, Chinese 

constituted up to 55%. In Singapore, Chinese constituted up to 74% of the total population. See Mak 

Lau Fong, Fangyanqun rentong 方言群認同 (Dialect Group Identity) (Taipei: Institute of Ethnology, 

Academia Sinica, Monograph Series B, no. 14, 1985).   
223 Ibid. 
224 In 1957, the population of Singapore is close to 1.45 million. About 75% of the overall population 

are Chinese and between 12–14.5% are Malays. In the same year, 37% (or 2.3 million) of the overall 

population in Malaysia are Chinese and close to 50% (or 3.1 million) are Malays. The combined 

figures of the Chinese and Malay populations in Singapore and Malaysia would be more than twice the 

total population of Hong Kong, which stood at 2.7 million in 1957. See https://www.ceicdata.com/en. 

On the breakdown of population, refer to Saw Swee-Hock, “Population Trends in Singapore, 1819–

1967”, Journal of Southeast Asian History, 10, 1, Singapore Commemorative Issue 1819–1969, March 

1969, p.36-49, and “The Population of Malaysia”, C.I.C.R.E.D. Series, 1975, accessible on 

http://www.cicr(ed.)org/Eng/Publications/pdf/c-c34.pdf. 
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Southeast Asia through his family members prior to his arrival in Singapore, placed 

him on an equal footing with the Shaw Brothers as he could quickly understand the 

rationale of their strategies in the 1950s. Therefore, he needed little persuasion to assist 

them in the early stages of the Malay film productions after the war, choosing to be a 

“ghost” scriptwriter on his own accord. Chua remained the only known scriptwriter to 

straddle both Chinese and Malay filmmaking in the Singapore film industry.  

Chua also recommended the Shaw Brothers to move beyond Cantonese film 

productions which had been a staple for them before the Second World War. Being a 

fan of Teochew opera himself, Chua was aware that there could be untapped film 

markets in Singapore and Southeast Asia where the Chinese diasporic communities 

would yearn for a selection of Chinese dialect films other than Cantonese opera films. 

Additionally, Chua had a personal interest in Bangkok which was where his younger 

sister had resettled to after her marriage. More importantly, Bangkok had generally 

been the first stop for most Teochew migrants in history (since the 17th century) and 

over time, the city was home to a sizeable population of Teochew-speaking Chinese 

and Chinese-Thai where demand for Teochew music, Teochew opera troupes and 

performances were consistently strong after the mid-20th century. Chua’s intimate 

knowledge of this particular aspect of audience preferences eventually led to the Shaw 

Brothers signing a regular working contract with the Dong Shan Company which 

specialised in Teochew opera films in the 1960s. 

 

4.5 A unique “trans-media” facilitator in Singapore  

In his oral interview, Chua emphasised two factors which were of utmost 

importance to him throughout his career: 1) it was crucial to retain one’s Chinese 
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cultural roots; and 2) proper moral values should be inculcated through films produced 

or exhibited in Singapore, regardless of the language used in these films. Subsequently, 

Chua’s career was guided by his philosophy which was shared by the Shaw Brothers 

to some extent, in their focus on projecting a pan-Chinese identity in their numerous 

Mandarin film productions in Hong Kong as well as their support for Teochew opera 

films (through Dong Shan Company). On the other hand, Chua’s vision of utilising 

films for a social (educational) function for the people, also influenced the Malay film 

director P. Ramlee who saw the responsibility of intellectuals in the film industry as 

reflecting “the true feelings and conditions of the common people” in Singapore as well 

as in Malaya. To P. Ramlee, Malay filmmaking was not just about churning out a 

product of entertainment but also a form of social history presented from the 

perspective of the ordinary citizens. 225  In a way, P. Ramlee believed that Malay 

intellectuals in Singapore can be guided by their own moral conscience and they could 

serve the local community effectively by promoting Malay films and Malay music, 

instead of direct participation in political activism after the Second World War. Here, 

both Chua and P. Ramlee represented modern intellectuals who stood firm in their own 

principles even if they might be perceived to be conservative cultural figures in the 

post-war Singapore.  

The Shaw Brothers’ success in the film industry in Singapore also highlighted 

the mutual reinforcement of print and visual medium, an inter-locking “business of 

culture” where few Chinese migrants in Singapore were known to have participated in 

such extensive scale. Chua was one of the rare few individuals who had the capabilities 

 
225 See Syed Muhd Khairudin Aljunied “Films as Social History—P. Ramlee’s ‘Seniman Bujang 

Lapok’ and Malays in Singapore (1950s–60s)”, The Heritage Journal, 2, 1 (2005): 1-21. 
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and determination to do so since 1929 when he first worked for the Shaw Brothers. As 

a result, Chua continued to be respected as a veteran of the film and cultural industries 

even after retiring from the Shaw enterprise in 1973. This was evident from how he 

was being invited regularly to share his experience in the local newspapers and 

participate in forum/symposium in Singapore during the 1980s.226  

Chua was also known to be helpful to others in need. For example, Chua once 

self-funded the printing cost for works by Singaporean novelist Gu Yu227 穀雨 in the 

mid-1970s and he sought the help of Poon Yiu Ming, editor of the Ming Pao Monthly, 

to help market Gu’s work in Hong Kong, Taiwan and China.228 Chua regularly hosted 

gatherings for them at his house too and the friendship became a motivation for Chua 

to continue writing poems while working for the Shaw Brothers. After his retirement, 

Chua regularly submitted his poems to journals like Xinshengdai 新生代  (New 

Generation) and Xinjiapo wenyi jikan 新加坡文藝 (季刊 ) (Singapore Literature 

Quarterly) which was established in 1976 and edited by Yeo Song Nian. This 

culminated in his winning of the Singapore Book Prize in 1978 and the Southeast Asia 

Write Award in Bangkok in 1988 (Fig. 4). 

 
226 In September 1982, Chua was invited to a closed-door forum organised by Nanyang Siang Pau to 

discuss ways of reviving Chinese filmmaking in Singapore. In September 1986, he was invited to a 

symposium exploring the recent development of Chinese filmmaking in China and their reception in 

Singapore. Other attendees of the symposium included Lin Ming Zhou 林明洲, Chen Chang Ming 陳

昌明, Bai Yang 白楊, Wang Dan Feng 王丹鳳 and Liu Qiong 劉瓊. See “liuanhuaming you feng 

chun” 柳暗花明又逢春, Lianhe Wanbao 聯合晚報, 14 September 1986, p.12 and “Zhongguo 

dianying de xin yu jiu zuotanhui” 中國電影的新與舊座談會, Lianhe Zaobao 聯合早報, 22 

September 1986, p. 21. 
227 On a short biography of Gu Yu and his works, see Wong Woon Wah ed. Xinjiapo huawenwenxue 

wushinian 新加坡華文文學五十年 (Singapore: Bafang wenhua chuangzuoshi, 2015), p. 84. 
228 See Poon Yiu Ming 潘耀明, “ji Cailan de fuqin, shiren Liubeian” 記蔡瀾的父親、詩人柳北岸, 

Lianhe Zaobao 聯合早報, 10 October 2011, p. 9 
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Fig. 4 Newspaper report in Lianhe Zaobao on Chua receiving the Southeast 

Asia Write Award in Bangkok 

圖片來源：聯合早報 © 版權屬新加坡報業控股所有。未經授權，請勿複制 

 

In addition, Chua felt that philanthropy is important in shaping the public’s 

image of the Shaw Brothers in Singapore and could potentially lead towards a positive 

impression of the film company over time. Back then, the Shaw Brothers had to face 

fierce competition first from the Hokkien merchants (in the 1920s and 1930s) and 

subsequently from the Westernised Straits-born Chinese merchant Loke Wan Tho (in 

the 1950s and 1960s); it eventually earned a less than ideal reputation for being “canny” 

and overtly profit-conscious229 in both Hong Kong and Singapore. Nevertheless, the 

setting up of the Shaw Foundation in 1957230 to support regular charity activities in 

 
229 See “There is no Business like Shaw Business”, Business Times, 2 October 1978, p. 27. 
230 Chua mentioned in his oral interview that he once suggested to the Shaw Brothers that they could 

start off with small philanthropic acts such as giving away food, basic necessities and money to the 

poor in Singapore after the Second World War. He felt that philanthropy is important in shaping the 

general impression of the company as well as the two Shaw Brothers in the long run. See “Shaw’s 

Gifts to the Poor”, The Singapore Free Press, 25 January 1949, p. 5 and “Nadu Shao Renmei Shao 

Yifu kunzhong zuori shengda shizeng laoren” 拿督邵仁枚邵逸夫昆仲昨日盛大施贈老人, Sin Chew 
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Singapore, gradually helped to change the public’s poor opinion of the Shaw Brothers. 

Today, both Runme and Run Run Shaw were highly respected as philanthropists in 

Singapore who donated generously towards education, social welfare, medicine, arts 

and heritage.    

 

4.6 Concluding remark 

Starting out as an artist running his own art studio in Singapore in the late 1920s, 

creating advertisements for film companies in Singapore required Chua to mentally 

visualise what would best draw the attention of audiences to watch a particular film in 

the theatre. After the war, this ability comes in handy when Chua conducted checks on 

the raw copies for consistency and to spot potential flaws or pitfalls in film productions 

prior their official release. Chua also wrote and edited publicity materials for the Shaw 

Brothers and later, penned film scripts for MFP. In an age where we take for granted 

the mutual integration of various media of cultural creation and transmission, it is 

important to appreciate the creativity displayed by Chua in this process as a “trans-

media” facilitator. 

With the diverse skills, hard work and linguistic talents of Chua Boon Hean, it 

was a very personal decision not to become fashion himself into a media/cultural 

tycoon like Run Run Shaw or Jin Yong in Hong Kong. Instead, he wanted to remain 

as an educator-at-large where he once commented that if he were to write his own 

biography, he would definitely highlight the numerous scripts which he had written for 

the Malay film industry in Singapore instead of his often-cited literary achievements. 

 
Jit Poh 星洲日報, 12 January 1966, p. 8 which reported that Chua was among the delegate distributing 

food and cash to the senior citizens, together with Runme Shaw, Run Run Shaw and Shaw Vee Chung. 
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After all, most of his scripts for MFP had proven to be relatively well received among 

the local audience and it allowed him to approach the margins of commerce with a 

clear conscience.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

 

This dissertation begins with the observation that Chua’s story and his career 

with the Shaw Brothers would illuminate the dynamism among different Chinese 

dialect groups in Singapore during the early 20th century. It suggests the possibility of 

tracing how lives of selected individuals in Singapore could connect multiple sites like 

Shanghai, Shantou, Hong Kong, Bangkok and other parts of Southeast Asia. Following 

the astute observations by scholars such as Philip A. Kuhn and Anthony Reid231, it was 

maritime trade and the affiliated trading activities undertaken by prominent Indian, 

Chinese and Arab merchants as well as the participation of ordinary migrants, who 

were critical to creating a coherent perception of a unified geographical zone (i.e. 

Southeast Asia) prior to the arrival of European imperialists. Consequently, the role of 

the local-born or Peranakans/Babas/Straits-born Chinese in this region, through their 

involvement in various aspects of social life, industrial development, as well as print 

culture and popular entertainment, saw them playing an increasingly crucial role in 

shaping the overall experience of Chinese community in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries. 

This dissertation also considers the role of “men-of-letters” or “trans-media” 

facilitator as represented by Chua Boon Hean, equally important to the making of 

modern Southeast Asia beyond efforts of the state-directed policies. Here, the 

circulation, distribution and consumption of popular Chinese and Malay films helped 

to affirm the connectedness of the region in the hearts and minds of the people. The 

 
231 See Anthony Reid, Southeast Asia in the Age of Commerce 1450–1680 (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1988).  
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proliferation of such cultural symbols/products cemented a sustained form of flexible 

and hybridised “Singapore (Chinese) identity”, which was built upon an earlier 

regional identity shaped by economic forces and trade benefits arising from the 

transformation of the Straits Settlements of Penang, Malacca and Singapore into a 

Crown Colony in the 1860s. 232 To a certain extent, non-state actors like Chua could 

become an active agent in exploring issues related to culture, identity and sense of 

belonging amongst the local population.      

Moreover, existing scholarships preoccupied with examining business 

strategies and entrepreneurship of the overseas Chinese communities in Southeast Asia, 

have neglected the development of the film industry in Singapore. While early 

investors and participants of the film industry in Singapore may be non-Chinese 

migrants such as the Jewish, Parsi and Japanese merchants, prominent Chinese 

merchants like Eu Tong Sen (余東璇, 1877-1941) who made his fortune from tin 

mining, Chinese medicine and remittance, had once invested in theatres (Tian Yan Da 

Wu Tai, later renamed as Majestic Theatre233) meant for Cantonese opera performances 

and later, Chinese silent films in the early 20th century. Eu could hence be seen as a 

forerunner in the film industry even though he was not a direct participant in it. Notably, 

 
232 See Anthony Webster, “The Development of British Commercial and Political Networks in the 

Straits Settlements 1800 to 1868: The Rise of a Colonial and Regional Economic Identity?”, Modern 

Asian Studies, 45, 4 (2011): 899–929. 
233 Eu Tong Sen built the Tian Yan Da Wu Tai in 1927 as a venue to stage Cantonese opera 

performances and later used for the screening of silent films in Singapore. The theatre was next to the 

Great Southern Hotel, also owned by Eu Tong Sen. The Tian Yan Da Wu Tai was designed by famous 

architectural firm, Swan and Maclaren, who also designed other landmarks like the Victoria Memorial 

Hall and Raffles Hotel in Singapore. For biography of Eu Tong Sen and his business, see Stephanie 

Chung Po-yin, “The Transformation of an Overseas Chinese Family: Three Generations of the Eu 

Tong Sen Family, 1822-1941”, Modern Asian Studies, 39, 3 (2005): 599–630 and Ilsa Sharp, Path of 

the Righteous Crane: The Life and Legacy of Eu Tong Sen (Singapore: Landmark Books, 2009). 
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there had been at least eight permanent opera theatres erected before 1893234 and a 

number of these spaces such as the famous Lai Chun Yuen (located in the same district 

of Chinatown as the Tian Yan Da Wu Tai) would later be converted into venues for 

film screening; these venues were then rented to the Shaw Brothers for their enterprise 

prior to the Japanese Occupation in the 1940s. 

Last but not least, through a case study of Chua Boon Hean, this dissertation is 

also an attempt to address the following inter-related issues: 1) the link between art 

studios and film industry in Singapore; 2) the heterogeneity within Chinese community 

and Straits-born Chinese in Singapore; 3) relationship and interactions between the 

Straits-born Chinese and other China-born migrants in early 20th century; and 4) 

transfer of skills and knowledge between different ethnic communities. These issues 

revealed a number of significant research implications to our understanding of Chinese 

migration and the Chinese society by emphasising the historical agency of individuals 

living through this period. 

  

5.1 The link between art studios and film industry in Singapore  

We have uncovered the missing link between art studios and the film industry 

in Singapore where in previous writings, both areas were perceived to develop 

separately. On the other hand, the assumption that most artists would be chiefly 

interested in producing elitist art waiting to be enshrined in the national museums or 

art galleries in Singapore, further reinforced the impression that the same group of 

 
234 The eight opera theatres are Danguiyuan, Jingchunyuan, Liyuanchun, Puchangchun, 

Qingshengping, Shengchunyuan, Yangchunyuan, Ee Hng and Tiat Hng, described in Li Zhong Jue 李

鍾珏, Xinjiapo fengtu ji 新加坡風土記 (Sights and Local Conditions in Singapore) (Singapore: 

Nanyang bianyisuo, 1947), p. 13. 
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Chinese artists would never had entered the “lowbrow” film industry through 

advertising or painting posters and outdoor billboards. By setting up the historical 

context in which these China-born artists had arrived in Singapore during the 1920s 

and 1930s in Chapter Two, we explained how the emergence of modern-style Chinese 

schools serve as a pull factor for China-born artists like Tchang Ju Chi or Chen Chong 

Swee to venture to Singapore. At the same time, the booming film and entertainment 

industries quickly opened up a sphere of opportunity for demand in products like film 

magazines, movie paraphernalia, photo badges, posters and etc targeting the film-going 

audience. The specialised artistic skills needed to generate these various different forms 

of publicity materials as well as advertisements for commercial enterprises to be placed 

in Chinese newspapers such as Nanyang Siang Pau and Sin Chew Jit Poh, ensure that 

there would be sufficient jobs to sustain the livelihood of most artists who arrived prior 

to the Second World War. At the same time, demand for shop signages, seal-carving, 

couplets and interior decorations such as calligraphy or paintings for commercial 

enterprises (other than film companies) and private homes of a burgeoning and more 

settled population attracted a growing number of artists who could provide such 

services for a decent income. 

According to Chua, his art studio also provided the service of creating 

advertisement slides which would be shown during film screenings and his forte was 

in creating multiple Chinese font types (calligraphy). This is on top of other standard 

services like painting posters or outdoor billboards for film companies in Singapore. 

Even the renowned Chinese artist Liu Kang 劉抗 (1911-2004) who pioneered the 

development of the distinctive “Nanyang style” in oil paintings in Singapore together 
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with Chen Wen Hsi, Cheong Soo Pieng and Chen Chong Swee,235 once worked for the 

Shaw Brothers in the 1940s. Back then, he was praised for his excellent artistic 

renditions of famous movie stars from photographs and gifted an album of Ukiyo-e 

(Japanese woodblock prints) by one of the visiting Japanese officials who admired his 

artworks.236 Here, we see the application of art in its most mundane form but it also 

suggests an amicable relationship between artists, art studios and the film industry 

which was previously under-explored.      

 

5.2 The heterogeneous Chinese community in Singapore  

The existing framework of social ordering and trade specialisation of the five 

main Chinese dialect groups in Singapore did not highlight the heterogeneity within 

Chinese community and Straits-born Chinese in Singapore. As shared in Chapter Two, 

there were the Westernised and sinicised Straits-born Chinese whose worldview, sense 

of identity and belonging as well as preference for films differ significantly. 

Nevertheless, the Shaw Brothers were able to benefit from working with this two 

camps of Straits-born Chinese in Singapore, first with the help of the group of sinicised 

Straits-born Chinese like Kung Tian Siong (in renting the Empire Theatre as a 

permanent site for film screening) and later with the Westernised Straits-born Ong 

Brothers whom they collaborated in a 50-50 joint venture for the New World in 1938. 

This aspect was not elaborated in the research by Chua Ai Lin who did not differentiate 

between Straits-born Chinese like Tan Cheng Kee, Loke Wan Tho (both represented 

 
235 For more details on these artists, see Low Sze Wee, “Cheong Soo Pieng-Art and Patronage” 

accessible at https://www.roots.sg/learn/stories/cheong-soo-pieng-art-and-patronage/story.  
236 For more details, see Chapter Three of this dissertation or oral interview of Liu Kang with the 

National Archives of Singapore, accession number 000171, reel 29. 

https://www.roots.sg/learn/stories/cheong-soo-pieng-art-and-patronage/story
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the Westernised batch), Liu Bei Jin and Kung Tian Siong (both represented the 

sinicised batch). 

Notably, the collaborative working relationship between the Westernised 

Straits-born Chinese and the Shaw Brothers in the management of the two “Worlds” in 

pre-war Singapore, convinced them to adopt the use of technology and to keep a close 

watch on patrons/audience preference for entertainment. Their decision to make an 

early transition from Chinese silent to sound films during the Great Depression years 

also gave them a head start as compared to other players in the industry even though at 

the initial stage, Runme Shaw recalled that they encountered much difficulty in 

recruiting suitable local staff with the necessary technical knowledge to assist them in 

their business.237   

 

5.3 Interactions between the Straits-born Chinese and other China-born 

migrants 

We can also trace the interactions among individuals in Chapter Three who did 

not belong to the same dialect groups in Singapore. This is evident between Chua and 

the Shaw Brothers, Chua and Hokkien merchants involved in the film industry as well 

as Chua and South-bound Chinese intellectuals like Yu Da Fu and Xu Xu 徐訏 in 

Singapore, where the former was engaged as editor for Sin Chew Jit Poh in 1939 and 

the latter was invited to teach at the Nanyang University in 1960 for a short period of 

time by Lin Yu-tang.238 Here, learning Mandarin in modern-style Chinese schools in 

 
237 See Runme Shaw’s oral interview with the National Archives of Singapore, accession number 

000059, reel 2. 
238 Chua was a regular contributor to the journal Refeng 熱風 (Tropical Wind) started by Xu Xu and 

Cao Ju Ren 曹聚仁 in Hong Kong in 1953. They had kept in touch even after Xu left his teaching 
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his hometown and his prior experience serving in the military before coming to 

Singapore in late 1927, had laid the foundation to Chua crossing the linguistic barrier 

and “invisible divide” common among the five main Chinese dialect groups in 

Singapore. This is also reflected in Chua’s oral interview where he felt that one need 

not always be reliant on social organisations (such as clan association) affiliated with 

one’s dialect group for mutual support. Instead, one can be a self-made man or in his 

story, he had largely depended on helpful souls like Hakka merchant Ho Khee-yong 

during the Japanese Occupation. Coupled with a spirit of resilience, open-mindedness 

and other useful skills such as financial accountability, Chua believed that one can find 

his own way to survive in Singapore. 

Having said so, given his reputation as a “longtime insider” of the Chinese film 

industry and a well-known literary pioneer in Singapore, Chua cannot fully stay away 

from activities organised by his own clan association, which was the Teochew Poit Ip 

Huay Kuan, founded in 1929 by Straits-born Chinese Lim Nee Soon and other 

Teochew merchants. For example, Chua once donated his own ink painting (Fig. 5) 

titled Mochou du du 莫愁独渡 (Don’t fear travelling alone) to the association in 

commemoration of their 50th anniversary in 1980.239 

 
position at the Nanyang University. Xu wrote the preface to Chua’s anthology of poems titled Shier 

cheng zhi lü 十二城之旅, published by the Sima Cultural Enterprise in 1963.   
239 The donation of Chua’s ink painting to the association was listed in Xinjiapo Chaozhou Bayi 

Huiguan jinxi jiniankan 新加坡潮州八邑會館金禧紀念刊 (Singapore Teochew Poit Ip Huay Kuan's 

golden anniversary souvenir publication) (Singapore: STPIHK, 1980). 
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Fig. 5 Ink painting by Chua Boon Hean 

 

5.4 Transfer of skills and knowledge between different ethnic communities  

Finally, in outlining the significance of Chua Boon Hean in Singapore’s film 

industry in Chapter Four, we also highlight his friendship with those from the film 

industry and beyond. Here, we can trace the transfer of skills and knowledge between 

Chua and non-Chinese participants (like Malay film director P. Ramlee) in the film 

industry after the Second World War, which had been overlooked in existing Singapore 

film history. The dozens of scripts penned by Chua as a “ghost” scriptwriter for MFP 

were subsequently translated and put into production by Indian film directors such as 

B.N. Rao, K. M. Basker, Phani Majumdar and others. Yet so far, no film scholars have 

attempted to compare the film scripts and actual screenplay, as well as to trace the 

cross-cultural influences subconsciously weaved in by Chua in his works. 

At the same time, by supporting cross-cultural literary appreciation, Chua 

facilitated a transfer of knowledge in the field of literature too. For example, he tried 

to initiate contact with non-Chinese literary pioneers such as Edwin Thumboo, 
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Chandran Nair, S.N. Masuri, Mohamed Latiff Mohamed, V.I. Vanam and Surat 

Markasan in 1978 through organising the “Nation-wide Poetry Recital Event”.240 He 

also co-funded English publications like Singapore Writing and Anthology of 

Singapore Short Stories. 241  This two publications sought to promote literature 

produced by local writers regardless of language or ethnicity and was inspired by a 

notion of “kindred spirits”. Chua’s life and career reflected a degree of cultural 

adaptability which would eventually become an integral aspect of Singapore’s culture 

and identity after gaining independence in 1965. 

In conclusion, the life and career of Chua constituted a web of human 

relationships where we can observe the interactions across the Straits-born Chinese, 

different ethnic migrant communities as well as cultural professionals (such as artists, 

film directors, translators etc) in the early 20th century. Through the unique story of 

Chua in Singapore, we can chart the multi-faceted and multi-ethnic interactions of the 

Chinese diaspora in Southeast Asia. The numerous Chinese and Malay films produced, 

distributed and circulated by the Shaw Brothers also serve as precious cultural artefacts 

that could allow one to have a glimpse into the social, historical and cultural backdrop 

of the Chinese society in pre-independence Singapore.   

 
240 See “quanguo shiren xinshi langsonghui” 全國詩人新詩朗誦大會, Sin Chew Jit Poh 星洲日報, 21 

January 1978, p. 12. 
241 See “liangnian lai de Xiezhuorenxiehui dai fakanci” 兩年來的寫作人協會代發刊詞, Nanyang 

Siang Pau 南洋商報, 2 June 1978, p. 18. 
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Appendices 

List of Malay films produced or inspired by scripts penned by Chua Boon Hean for the 

Malay Film Productions Limited in the 1950s and 1960s 

 

Name of Malay 

film 

Original title (in 

Chinese) 

Directed by Additional remarks 

Patah Hati (1952) 月缺花殘 K. M. Basker  

Jiwa Lara (1952) 愛情的俘虜 S. Ramanathan  

Putus Harapan 

(1953) 

離恨天 B. N. Rao Said to be inspired by 

Wuthering Heights 

Panggilan Pulau 

(1954) 

森林之子 S. Ramanathan  

Roh Membela 

(1955) 

女鬼 B. N. Rao  

Bernoda (1956) 胭脂泪 S. Ramanathan  

Ribut (1956) 南海之花 K. M. Basker Original story credited to Chua 

Boon Hean; he added that this 

was his favourite script in his 

oral interview. 

Hang Tuah (1956) 馬來英雄傳  

Majapahit & Jebat 

Phani Majumdar Based on English novel The 

Adventures of Hang Tuah 

written by Mubin Sheppard 

Taufan (1957)  T. C. Santos Original story credited to Chua 

Boon Hean 
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Bujang Lapok 

(1957) 

鄉下佬遊埠 P. Ramlee Original story credited to Chua 

Boon Hean 

Belantara (1957) 女泰山 S. Ramanathan  

Pancha Delima 

(1957) 

 P. Ramlee Chua claimed that he had 

proposed the storyline of this 

film to the Shaw Brothers in his 

oral interview. 

Kembali Saorang 

(1957) 

龍虎鬥 Ramon Estella  

Sri Menanti (1958) 馬來風月 

Moonlight in Malaya 

Phani Majumdar Original story credited to Chua 

Boon Hean. Chua also invited 

Hou Xiang 侯湘 (李厚襄) to 

compose the tune and Ku Wen-

chung 顧文宗 to write the lyrics 

for six original Chinese songs 

in the Mandarin version. A film 

booklet was also published to 

promote Malai fengyue using 

Tang Dan as the cover girl 

instead of Zaiton who was the 

first female lead in the original 

Malay film. This film 

eventually kickstarts the acting 
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career of Chang Chung and 

Tang Dan who moved on to 

shoot more Mandarin films in 

Hong Kong in the 1960s. 

Masharakat 

Pinchang (1958) 

 Phani Majumdar Similar to Mandarin movie 

Sanmao liulang ji 三毛流浪记 

(1949); original story credited 

to Chua Boon Hean. In the 

March 1958 issue of Southern 

Screen, the title was translated 

as Ku’er qiyu ji 苦儿奇遇记. 

Sergeant Hassan 

(1958) 

一三六部队 Lamberto 

Avellana 

Based on story written by 

Perak-born journalist Ralph 

Modder 
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List of manuscripts previously in Chua’s personal collection  

天方奇譚 

Undated 

女泰山 

Undated 

馬來風月  

Undated 

*勾魂艷曲 

Undated 

星洲戀 

Undated 

愛情與黃金 

Undated 

姐妹花 

Undated 

残歌泪影 

Undated 

三姐妹 

Undated 

親情深似海 

Undated 

婚姻大事 

Undated 

馬來英雄傳 

Undated 

綠珠劫(綠珠墨影) 

Undated 

飛紅巾 

Undated 

女鬼 

Undated 

南國之春 

Undated 

#新婚劫 

1951 

永結同心 

1951 

愛的波瀾 

1951 

莫忘今宵 

1952 

蜃樓綺夢 

1952 

愛情的俘虜 

1952 

黃金屋 

1952 

月缺花殘 

1952 

知音何覆 

1952 

月宮寶盒 

1953 

森林之子 

1953 

離恨天 

1953 

^馬來亞之戀 

1954 

寶樹明珠 

1954 

星島美人魚 

1955 

胭脂泪 

1955 

南海之花 

1956 

龍虎鬥 

1957 

馬來亞泰山 

1957 

鄉下佬遊埠 

1957 

隱俠鴨都拉 

1957 

一三六部队 

1958 
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Additional remarks: 

There is a total of 38 manuscripts and all of them are donated to the NUS Chinese 

Library.  

* An English title “Let us be gay tonight” was indicated on the manuscript 

# This script was indicated “不用” (not suitable).   

^ The popular female actress Tsi Lo Lin 紫羅蓮 directed a Cantonese film with the 

same title in 1954. However, the plot was not the same as Chua’s manuscript. Chen 

Yi Qing 陳翼青 also directed an Amoy film with the same title in 1959 for Eng Wah 

Organisation.   
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List of film companies in the 1920s in Singapore (compiled in Dianying yuebao)242 

  

1 Nanyang Film 

Company 

 

Founded by Gui Hua 

Shan and Wang Yu 

Ting; manager Wang 

Xuan Hua  

 

 

Gui Hua Shan (1896-1987) was 

born in Jinjiang. He participated in 

the Second Revolution (in 1913) 

launched by Sun Yat Sen but the 

revolution was not successful. In 

1918, he moved to Manila to seek 

employment and eventually set up 

his own enterprise - Zhong Hua 

Commercial Company. At the 

peak of his film distribution 

business, Gui had more than 20 

cinema halls all over Southeast 

Asia and he was acquainted with 

Wang Yu Ting and Su Qiu Sheng. 

In 1925, he was nominated as 

board member of the Chinese 

Chamber of Commerce in Manila. 

The film company was shut down 

in 1928. In 1931, he advocated the 

use of Mandarin as the medium of 

instruction in Chinese schools set 

up in Philippines, inspired by his 

brief stint in Singapore. In 1942, 

he was captured by the Japanese 

who occupied Manila and only 

released after the war. Gui was 

once director of charitable 

 
242 Reprinted in Zhongguo dianying ziliaoguan (ed.) 中國電影資料館編, Zhongguo wusheng dianying 

中國無聲電影 (Chinese Silent Films) (China: China Film Publishing Company, 1996), pp. 174-175. 
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organisations such as the Po 

Leung Kuk and the Tung Wah 

Group of Hospitals in Hong Kong. 

He donated a sum of HK$400,000 

for the building of the Kwei Wah 

Shan College in Hong Kong which 

is still around today. He passed 

away in Hong Kong on 9 March 

1987. 

 

Wang Yu Ting (1892-1967) was 

born in Quanzhou, Fujian. In 

1908, he arrived in Kuala Lumpur 

to seek employment. Wang used 

to be editor of the Chinese 

newspaper Pingmin ribao in 

Manila in the 1920s. He did his 

further studies in Tokyo and was 

known to be an anarchist. He 

helped to revive the Chinese 

newspaper Min zhong bao in 

Xiamen and founded Qianqu 

ribao with Chuang Hee Tsuan in 

1932 when he settled down in 

Philippines. The newspaper was 

terminated in 1936 due to financial 

difficulties. He later joined CCP in 

1938. Wang was involved in 

exhibiting films in Myanmar at the 

Guo Tai Theatre. After the war, he 

was a nominated as a member of 
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the National Committee of the 

Chinese People's Political 

Consultative Conference 

(CPPCC) following the 

establishment of the PRC. He 

passed away in Beijing.  

 

Wang Xuan Hua (1896-1980) was 

born in Nan’an, Fujian province, 

he was also known as Wang Yan 

Zhi. When he was 18, he moved to 

Philippines to find employment 

and later studied business at the 

university in Philippines. In 1917, 

he was employed as translator for 

the Chinese embassy in 

Philippines as he had a good 

command of English, Japanese, 

Russian and Spanish. He founded 

the Chinese newspaper Pingmin 

ribao in Manila in 1919, serving as 

manager and editor for the 

newspaper. He later participated in 

the revolutionary activities 

organized by Sun Yat Sen against 

Chen Jiong Min in 1921. Wang 

left for Singapore in 1923 and 

started the business of film 

distribution but he later went to the 

Waseda University in Tokyo to 

further his studies. In 1930, he 
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returned to teach in Shanghai 

Quan Zhang Secondary School 

and started the journal Xianshi 

zhoukan in Shanghai. He joined 

the CCP in 1932 and in 1934, 

moved to Ipoh to edit the Chinese 

newspapers Zhonghua chen bao. 

In Ipoh, he also helped to set up a 

library to commemorate Lu Xun 

but his plan was unable to 

complete as he failed to register 

the premises with the colonial 

authorities. In 1938, Wang was 

evicted by the colonial authorities 

together with three other members 

for organizing strikes and 

subversive activities in British 

Malaya. He was assigned a 

number of political positions in the 

PRC during the 1950s and 1960s 

but eventually retired in 1972. 

Wang passed away in his 

hometown in January 1980.    

2 Nan Hai Film 

Company 

 

Manager Huang Jing Yi  

 

Huang Jing Yi (1893-1937) hailed 

from Nanhai, Guangdong 

province and was advertised as the 

representative of Shanghai Ming 

Xing Film Company in 

Singapore’s Chinese newspaper in 

1928. He also bought films from 

Shanghai Da Zhong Hua Bai He, 
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Shen Zhou, Kai Xin, Shanghai, 

Dong Fang, Tong Peng and Chang 

Cheng. After the film company 

was shut down (possibly in the late 

1920s), Huang returned to China 

and served in the KMT military 

troop. He died during the battle at 

Nanjing in December 1937. An 

article in Shanghai once described 

the company as one of the three 

biggest film distributors in 

Singapore and the Shanghai 

Theatre in Penang was one of its 

regular screening venues. The 

theatre is the biggest in Penang 

and co-invested by Nan Hua Film 

Company. The company would 

also screen their films in a cinema 

in Sungai Petani (Kedah's largest 

town) and in another theatre in 

Bukit Mertajam (within Penang). 

The company also collaborated 

with Anglo-Chinese, Lian He, 

Xing Xing, Zhong Nan, Shu Heng 

and Lang Hua.  

 

3 Hai Seng Film 

Company 

海星影片公司 

 

Manager Huang Yu Bin  

黃毓彬 

Huang Yu Bin used to be a 

shareholder of the Ming Xing Film 

Company in Shanghai founded in 

1922. He was invited to partner 

Runme and Run Run Shaw in their 
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film distribution and exhibition 

business when they met in British 

Malaya. In 1929, the Nanyang 

Film Company was renamed Nan 

Jing Company 南京公司  and 

joined hands with Hai Seng to 

form the Hai Jing Film Company 

海 京 影 片 公 司 . The Shaw 

Brothers rented the Empire 

Theatre in Singapore to screen 

their films on a regular basis. In 

Kuala Lumpur, they would screen 

their films at the Zhong Hua 

Theatre 中華院 . In Ipoh, they 

screened their films at Wan Jing 

Tai 萬景台 and in Malacca, they 

operated Jing Yuan 景園. 

 

Run Run Shaw (1907-2014) was 

the sixth child in his family. He 

was tasked to handle overseas 

distribution by his brother, Runme 

Shaw, as he could speak fluent 

English. When films began 

screening in China, Runje Shaw 

established the movie company 

Unique Film Productions and 

started producing Chinese silent 

films. These films will be 

distributed and exhibited in British 
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Malaya as there was a sizeable 

overseas Chinese population. By 

the end of the 1930s, a chain of 

139 cinemas in Southeast Asia 

were under the Shaw enterprise. In 

1937, recognising that Malaya 

could be an excellent location for 

movie production, Runme and 

Run Run Shaw made initial plans 

to build a studio and explore 

making Malay films for the local 

audience. He invited Hou Yao and 

Wan Hoi-ling to produce Malay 

sound films and continued 

filmmaking in the 1950s and 

1960s in Singapore. 

4 Nan Hua Film 

Company 

 

Founded by Chan Kee 

Seng; manager Wang 

Tsui Cheng 

Chan Kee Seng (1896-1929) was 

born in Singapore. His father Zeng 

Ru Ping hailed from Jieyang, 

Hepo which was part of Chao’an, 

Guangdong province, and he 

donated money to build the Wu 

Zhi School in 1926. He also 

donated to the Han Shan Teachers 

College located in Chaoshan and a 

pavilion was named after him in 

the college. Chan Kee Seng was 

acquainted with Teochew rubber 

merchant Teo Eng Hock who was 

later appointed by KMT as the 

mayor in Shantou. He inherited 
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the sago business Buan Chin Mui 

from his father who was then 

known as the “King of Sago in 

Malaya”. He also set up the Nan 

Hua Trading Company with Wang 

Tsui Cheng and their company 

imported He He Fen - China’s 

own brand of monosodium 

glutamate (food seasoning) in 

1925. The product was marketed 

as “China’s national product 

which all overseas Chinese should 

support” in the Chinese newspaper 

in Singapore. 

 

Wang Tsui Cheng was once 

reported to be a manager of the 

China Travel Agency 中國旅行社

in 1930s. Wang and Chan were 

among a group of Chinese 

intellectuals who set up the 

Nanyang Chinese Student’s 

Society in 1920, inspired by the 

May Fourth Movement in China. 

5 Anglo Chinese 

Film Company  

中西影片公司 

Founded by Liu Bei Jin; 

manager Liu Bei Jin & 

Qiu Zhang Qing 

Liu Bei Jin (1902-1959) was born 

in Singapore. He moved to Muar 

with his parents but was later sent 

back to China for his primary 

education. Liu’s father was a 

wealthy merchant who owned 

several rubber plantations; his 
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business was later handed over to 

his son in 1922. Liu is said to be 

fluent in English, Chinese, Malay, 

French, Thai and Burmese. He 

later set up his own company to 

shoot Chinese films in Singapore 

and recruited local actors and 

actresses. He also invited Guo 

Chao Wen from Shanghai as the 

film director for his first movie 

New Friend (1927). Liu donated to 

fundraising activities organized in 

late 1930s by Tan Kah Kee, even 

volunteering to become a 

Nanyang mechanic cum driver 

responsible for transporting 

supplies into China through the 

Burma Highway in order to 

support the wartime resistance 

efforts during the war. Liu 

survived the war but died in prison 

in China as he was suspected to be 

a KMT counter-revolutionary.  

 

Qiu Zhang Qing hailed from 

Yongchun, Fujian province and he 

once partnered with Goh Eng Wah 

in his film distribution and 

production business, set up in 

1947. Qiu did his studies in China 

but eventually made his way to 
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Penang to seek employment with 

his relative. Not long after, he 

returned to China for his marriage 

but travelled back to Singapore 

again to work for Liu Bei Jin. Qiu 

was also manager of the Shanghai 

Theatre which was converted from 

Tian Yan Da Wu Tai and later 

renamed Majestic Theatre, located 

along Eu Tong Sen Street in 

Singapore. He donated to the Jinan 

Incident Relief Fund in 1928 and 

to the Pai Chee School in Johor in 

July 1938. 

 

6 Lian He Film 

Company 

 

Manager Zhou Hai Bin  

 

No information available  

7 Lian Yuan Film 

Company 

 

Manager Yin Yan  

 

Yin Yan was former principal of 

the Ai Tong Primary School in 

Singapore; this school was set up 

in 1912 by the Hokkien-speaking 

community and housed in a 

Methodist Church initially. In 

1929, the Singapore Hokkien 

Huay Kuan took over the 

autonomy of the school and it 

remained under the clan 

association even till today. Yin 

Yan also agreed to the suggestion 

by Tay Sek Tin to start the first 
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Chinese Kindergarten in 

Singapore in 1921. It should be 

noted that Tay was the first 

Chinese-ordained minister in the 

synod of Singapore-Malaya 

Presbyterian Church and he was 

asked to pastor the Hokkien 

dialect speaking congregation. In 

1931, Yin Yan was based in 

Xiamen as the representative of 

the Shanghai Lian Hua Film 

Company and rented the Kai Ming 

Theatre to screen films produced 

by Yi Hua, Lian Hua, Tian Yi and 

Tian Tong. In 1938, Xiamen fell to 

the Japanese and the theatre was 

confiscated.   

8 Xing Xing Film 

Company  

星星影片公司 

No information 

available 

No information available 

9 Tiong Nam Film 

Company 

 

 

Manager Huang Yuan 

Jian  

 

Huang Yuan Jian hailed from 

Kinmen, Fujian province. He was 

reported in the Chinese newspaper 

in Singapore as a comprador for 

the China Navigation Company 

Limited in 1930s. He made a 

number of donations to various 

institutions including Chinese 

Industrial and Commercial 

Continuation School and the 

Chinese Kindergarten in early 
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1920s. He also had an office in 

Surabaya, Indonesia which 

handled film distribution in 1925.  

10 Da Zhong Film 

Company 

大中影片公司 

Manager Huang Jian Qiu 

黄剑秋 

Huang was a colleague of Yin Yan 

and probably had some teaching 

experience in Singapore before 

entering the business of film 

distribution in 1925. After the end 

of the Second World War, he was 

invited to head the Amoy film 

production department by the 

owners of Kong Ngee (sometime 

in 1959).   

11 Shu Heng Film 

Company 

書衡影片公司 

Manager Wu Shu Heng  

吴書衡 

No information available 

12 Lang Hua Film 

Company 

浪花影片公司 

Manager Li Xi Lang  

李西浪 

Li was born in 1898 and came to 

Singapore in 1925 to take up the 

editor’s job for the tabloid paper 

Xiao Xian Zhong 消閒鐘, founded 

by Wang Xuan Hua and Li Tie 

Min 李铁民. He also edited for the 

newspaper Zhonghua chenbao in 

Ipoh. Li hailed from Meixian, 

Guangdong. He was friends with 

literary figures such as Yu Da Fu, 

and after the war, he met 

intellectuals such as Fu Wu Men, 

Li Tian Min and Hu Lang Man 

through Xin bao 新報 which was 
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founded in 1952. He was one of 

the shareholders of Nan Hai Film 

Company and he also invested in 

the Jubilee Theatre 光華戲院 with 

a few other friends in the 1930s. Li 

was an established poet but he 

once wrote a novel titled Man hua 

can guo 蠻花慘果 and it was first 

serialized in 1925 in the literary 

supplement of Sin Kok Min Jit Pao

新 國 民 雜 誌 in Singapore. It 

focused on the hardship faced by 

Chinese workers who arrived to 

seek a living in British Borneo. He 

passed away in 1972. 

13 Xin Hua Film 

Company 

新華影片公司 

Manager Zeng Ying 

Lian 曾膺联 

The newsletter Shi di xuebao 史地

學報 once recorded that Zeng 

Ying Lian gave a lecture on “The 

customs and practices in 

Nanyang” 南洋風土情形; he was 

invited by the Dong Nan 

University 東南大學史地研究會 

on 24 March 1922. This suggested 

that he could have travelled to 

Singapore and was familiar with 

Southeast Asia. Zeng completed 

his further studies in America and 

specialised in geology.  

14 Xing Film 

Company 

Manager Song Ji Qiao  

宋季樵 

No information available 
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星影片公司 

15 Zhong Hua 

Shang Wu 

Company 

 

Manager Cai Hui Sheng  

 

Cai was a member of the United 

Chinese Library 同德書報社 in 

Singapore and he once served as 

secretary in the Guang Dong Hui 

Guan. Cai was one of few 

founding members of the Nanyang 

Chinese Student’s Society in 

1920. In Nov 1922, he contributed 

an article in Lat Pau, advocating 

for women’s free education in 

Singapore. In Sept 1928, he also 

participated in the discussion of 

starting a new Teochew 

association with other members 

like Lim Nee Soon, Lee Wee Nam 

and Yeo Chan Boon. Cai wrote a 

song to mourn the passing of Sun 

Yat Sen as a member of the United 

Chinese Library; the lyrics of this 

song was printed in Lat Pau. Cai 

was once described as “an active 

member” of KMT in Singapore.  

16 Pu Zhi Film 

Company  

普智影片公司 

Manager Jiang Cai Li  

蒋才立 

 

 

No information available 

17 Dong Ya Film 

Company 

東亞影片公司 

Manager Yan Zi Fu  

嚴子馥 

Yan was known to make generous 

donation to Zhen Dong School 振

東學校 in Singapore in the late 
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1930s. This was a Chinese school 

partially subsidized by the 

Singapore Hokkien Huay Kuan. 

He was also nominated as the 

school board member. At the same 

time, Yan made donations to the 

Quan Zhou Charity Hall 泉州慈

善堂  which suggested that he 

might have close ties with the 

Hokkien-speaking community. He 

used to be the trade representative 

of Surakarta 梭羅 , Dutch East 

Indies, in 1931. 
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List of film companies in Singapore, circa 1930s and 1940s (compiled in Nanyang 

nianjian)243 

 

1 Wong’s Brothers 

& Company  

黄氏兄弟公司 

Manager 

Wong Shee 

Fun 黃樹芬 

 

 

Wong Shee Fun (1898-1979) was born in 

Johor but his family traced their ancestry to 

Taishan, Guangdong. Wong completed his 

primary education at the English-medium 

school in Malaya and went to Lingnan 

University in Guangzhou for his further 

studies. He inherited his father’s business 

which include agriculture, mining and 

property development. He also owned large 

tracts of rubber plantations and other 

businesses in the 1940s. Wong’s Brothers & 

Company was set up in June 1935. Initially, 

the company had an agreement with Hong 

Kong’s Quan Qiu Film Company 全球影片

公司  to bring in their Cantonese films 

including those starring popular opera actor 

Sun Ma Si-tsang 新馬師曾 and actress Tam 

Lan-Hing 譚蘭卿. After the Second World 

War, Wong helped to set up the Nanyang 

University in Singapore and served as their 

board member. He was also board member 

of the Yang Zheng Primary School in 

Singapore which was set up in 1906 by the 

Cantonese-speaking community. The school 

is still around today. 

 
243 See Nanyang nianjian 南洋年鑑 (Singapore: Nanyang baoshe, 1951). 
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Similar to Tan Kah Kee, Wong was leading 

a number of relief fund committees in Johor 

which contributed towards China’s wartime 

resistance movement after 1937. He was 

awarded the title of Datok (DPMJ) by the 

Sultan of Johor in 1948. Wong was involved 

in the setting up of the Malayan Chinese 

Association 馬來亞華人公會 in 1949. As 

the British promised to grant independence 

to Malaya after the war, colonial officials 

commenced negotiations with the various 

ethnic leaders, including those representing 

the United Malays National Organization 

and the Malayan Chinese Association. In 

1954, Wong was elected as President of the 

Chinese Chamber of Commerce in Johor. In 

the 1960s, Wong was also the licensee of 

Nam Cheong Pawnshop in Singapore and he 

set up the Xing Ye Bank 興業銀行 in Kuala 

Lumpur in 1966. Wong passed away in 

November 1979. 

 

2 Xing Zhou Film 

Company 

星洲影片公司 

Manager 

Zhang Xiang 

Yi 張像乙 

Little can be found on Zhang Xiang Yi 

except that he also owned the Xing Zhou 

Printing Company 星洲印務公司 . His 

company was listed in Ten Years of Sin Chew 

星洲十年 , an encyclopedia published in 

1940 to mark the 10th anniversary of Chinese 

newspaper Sin Chew Jit Poh founded by Aw 

Boon Haw in pre-war Singapore.  
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3 Yuan Dong Film 

Company 

 

Manager Ho 

Khee-yong  

Ho Khee-yong (1901-1966) was born in 

Dabu, Guangdong. His father Ho Chan-kwei 

started a pawnbroking and diamond business 

in Singapore which was inherited by his 

children. In 1937, Ho Khee-yong set up the 

Kong Ngee and it later emerged after the 

war, as one of the three major players in film 

distribution and exhibition in Singapore. 

Kong Ngee also produced Cantonese films in 

Hong Kong in late 1950s and was 

instrumental in grooming stars such as Patsy 

Kar Ling, Patrick Tse Yin, Nam Hung and 

others. Ho was shareholder of the Heng Fatt 

Pawnshop in Singapore as well as the Tai 

Sang Pawnshop in Penang; he oversees as 

manager of the Majestic Theatre in 

Singapore as well as the chain of theatres in 

the same name, located in Kuala Lumpur, 

Ipoh, Penang and Telok Anson. The Capitol 

Theatre in Johor is also managed by Ho. 

During the Japanese Occupation period 

(1942 - 45), Ho tried to earn a living by 

buying and selling diamonds across 

Malaysia; it is likely that they managed to 

make a small fortune and the money was 

later channeled into the construction of 

cinemas in Singapore and Malaysia after 

1945. It was said that Singapore accounted 

for one third of Kong Ngee’s total revenue 

and the rest came from Malaysia which 

demanded more Cantonese films (as 
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compared to Mandarin films). They also 

distributed Japanese films in the 1950s – 

1960s and later set up four subsidiaries in 

Hong Kong to produce more films. Chiu 

Ngee focuses on Chaozhou dialect films 

while Yuet Ngee focuses on martial arts 

films. Kong Ngee and Sun Ngee focuses on 

melodrama and urban romance films while 

Hing Ngee focuses on teen flicks. All in all, 

154 films were produced prior to the closure 

of Kong Ngee while another 20 more films 

were produced by affiliated film companies 

in the 1960s and these companies maintained 

close ties with Kong Ngee. The Ho, Zhang 

and Lan family were frequently listed in the 

various local Chinese newspapers for their 

involvement in fundraising activities 

organised by the Nanyang Khek Community 

Guild and other Hakka associations such as 

the Char Yong (Dabu) Association in the 

1960s in Singapore. 

4 Dong Ya Film 

Company 

 

Manager Su 

Qiu Sheng  

 

 

 

Su Qiu Sheng (1900-1976) was from 

Jinjiang, Fujian province. He was once a 

journalist with the Pingmin ribao in Manila, 

set up by Wang Xuan Hua. In 1924, he came 

to Singapore and was employed as editor for 

the Dianying fukan which was used to 

promote the various films brought in by 

Wang’s film company. Su also edited the 

magazine Man Wu Luo for a brief period 

which lasted till 1929. Su stayed at Tank 
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Road where Ho Khee-yong was also residing 

in and near to where the Shaw enterprise 

would store their publicity materials. Su was 

President of the Singapore Chin Kang Huay 

Kuan for 1951 to 1954 and 1957 to 1960, and 

he was board member of the Jin Jiang School 

in 1950. The novelist Yao Zi 姚紫/鄭夢周 

was also board member of Jin Jiang School 

and his nephew Soh Say Siong recalled that 

other Chinese intellectuals regularly visit his 

uncle’s place at Tank Road. After the Second 

World War, Li Xi Lang, Su Qiu Sheng, Li 

Cheng Gong, Su Wei Lian, Hu Lang Man 

and Wang Dao Ming co-invested to purchase 

the Jubilee Theatre in Singapore where they 

would screen Mandarin and Cantonese films. 

 

5 Xing Hua Film 

Company 

星華影片公司 

Manager Li 

Xi Lang 

 

See above 

6 Guang Hua Film 

Company 

光華影片公司 

Manager Su 

Wei Lian 

蘇威廉 

The Guang Hua Film Company was set up in 

May 1939 with the help from Li Xi Lang, Su 

Qiu Sheng and Su Wei Lian.  

 

7 Ya Zhou Film 

Company 

亞洲影片公司 

Manager Ou 

Ming Sheng 

欧明生 

No information available 

8 Hua Qiao Ying Ye 

Lian He Gong Si 

Manager Su 

Jun Liang  

蘇君亮 

No information available 
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華僑影業聯合公

司 

9 Xin Hua Film 

Company 

新華影片公司 

Manager Wu 

Shi Heng 

吴士衡 

No information available 

10 Lian Cheng Film 

Company 

連城影片公司 

Manager 

Wang Dao 

Ming 王道明 

Little was known about Wang Dao Ming 

except that he was a shareholder of the 

Jubilee Theatre in Singapore. Wang once 

wrote a film novel based on the popular 

Cantonese movie Crime Doesn’t Pay 萧月白 

(1950). It was published by the World Book 

Company and the novel was well received by 

local readers. 

11 Fu Xing Film 

Company 

福興影片公司 

Manager Cai 

Jing Bo 

蔡鏡波 

Cai Jing Bo was possibly a member of the 

Xiamen Young Men`s Christian Association

基督教青年會; he used to screen films that 

introduced stories of Jesus Christ and 

sceneries from the world to advance the 

cause of evangelism to the local population 

in China (circa 1918). Cai also donated to the 

Singapore Amoy Association 廈門公會

which organized several fund-raising 

activities for China between 1939 and 1940.  

12 Xin Jia Po Film 

Company 

新嘉坡影业公司 

Manager Hu 

Chang Yao 

胡昌耀 

 

Hu Chang Yao’s father Hu Zeng Chi 胡曾熾

was the cousin of “Tiger Balm King” Aw 

Boon Haw. Hu Zeng Chi was named the 

manager of the Eng Aun Tong at Shantou 虎

標永安堂汕頭分行 and was a trusted 

member of the Aw family. Hu Chang Yao 

became manager of the Sin Chew Jit Poh in 
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1936, this newspaper was a competitor of the 

Nanyang Siang Pau founded by Tan Kah 

Kee. It was Hu who invited Yu Da Fu to edit 

the literary supplement of Sin Chew Jit Poh 

in 1938. Hu left his position in 1940. When 

the war ended, he founded Gong Bao 公报

which was the only Chinese evening 

newspaper in Singapore back then. This 

newspaper lasted from March 1946 to 

November 1947.  

 

13 Zhong Nan Film 

Company 

中南影业公司 

Manager 

Huang Jian 

Qiu  

See above 

14 You Lian Film 

Company 

 

Manager Lim 

Boon Tee  

 

Lim Boon Tee was the nephew of wealthy 

Chinese Hokkien tea merchant Lim Keng 

Lian (1893-1968) who imported tea leaves 

from Xiamen to Singapore. Lim Keng Lian 

hailed from Anxi, Fujian province and 

arrived in Singapore in 1924. Their tea shop 

also provided postal and remittance services 

for the Chinese migrants. Like most Hokkien 

merchants who placed strong emphasis on 

education, Lim Keng Lian helped to set up 

the Xing Nan School 醒南學校 in early 

1930s in Singapore and was board member 

of the Nanyang Girls’ School (set up in 

1917). On the other hand, Lim Boon Tee 

published many articles and books to help 

promote the tea culture from Anxi. He also 
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worked for the Fisher Brothers and his 

friends Huang Si and Xu Qing helped him to 

translate and draw film publicity materials 

for the Capitol Theatre in Singapore. He also 

suggested to the Fisher Brothers that it is 

possible to attract the Chinese-educated 

crowd by providing Chinese translation of 

foreign films and cheaper tickets for 

students. Lim Boon Tee’s friend Xu Qing, 

used to work in Kong Ngee which was set up 

by Ho Khee-yong after the war. Lim Boon 

Tee was acquainted with Luo Ming You and 

they met in 1939. He also helped to bring in 

films produced by Wen Hua 文華 and Kun 

Lun 崑崙 in Shanghai.  

15 Da Guan Film 

Company 

大觀影片公司 

Manager 

Chen Jin 

Yuan 陳錦元 

 

 

Chen Jin Yuan was one of the three 

scriptwriters of the Cantonese film 

Songstress White Peony 歌女白牡丹 (1939) 

produced by Grandview Film Company 

Limited 大觀聲片有限公司 which was set 

up in Hong Kong in 1935. In the 1950s, the 

Jubilee Theatre was sold to Chen Jin Yuan. 

In 1956, Chen and his friends Liu Fang 劉芳 

and Hu Lang Man 胡浪曼, set up the Gang 

Lian Company 港聯有限公司 to produce 

their inaugural Cantonese film Thinking the 

Wrong Way 表 錯 情 . It was based on 

Shakespeare’s work The Comedy of Errors. 

In July 1966, Jubilee Theatre was put up for 

sale again and Kwan Chee-kin 關 志 堅 
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purchased the theatre. Kwan set up two film 

companies in Hong Kong namely Kin Shing 

堅成影片公司 and Tai Chee 大志影片公司 

and he collaborated with Goh Eng Wah 吳榮

華 to screen Cantonese films through the 

Jubilee Theatre in Singapore.  

 

Goh Eng Wah was born in 1923 in Muar. He 

had five elder sisters and one younger 

brother, but his father died when he was still 

young. His father was a rubber trader who 

hailed from Nan’an, Fujian province. Goh 

was educated at the Zhonghua Chinese 

School in Muar (till Secondary Three) and 

his siblings were allowed to attend school 

too. At the age of 18, Goh moved to 

Singapore and stayed at his sister’s place 

who had started her own family. After the 

war, he entered the film distribution business 

and was initially assisted by Qiu Zhang Qing 

with a capital of $30,000 per person. They 

opened their first cinema named Victory in 

Happy World in late 1945 where people 

would pay 50 cents to watch old Western 

flicks. Over time, Goh took over and 

managed the business on his own; he would 

buy films personally from Hong Kong and 

later set up a Hong Kong office in 1961. Eng 

Wah was the first cinema operator to build 

theatres in the Housing and Development 

Board estates. Starting with the Toa Payoh 
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Theatre in 1970, its network has expanded to 

Kallang Basin, Clementi and Ang Mo Kio. In 

1994, the company also owns the two-screen 

halls at Marina Square and the Hollywood 

Theatre in Tanjong Katong. In all, Eng Wah 

runs six cinemas with a total of 10 screens 

and about 7,000 seats in Singapore. Goh 

passed away in 2015. 

16 Hai Seng Film 

Company 

 

Manager 

Runme Shaw 

 

Runme Shaw (1901–1985) was sent to 

explore new business opportunities in 

Malaya in the 1920s after Unique was set up 

in Shanghai. Armed with film prints, 

projectors and canvases, he travelled to the 

region and held screenings in Singapore and 

parts of Malaya such as Ipoh, Kuala Lumpur 

and Penang. He was joined by his sixth 

brother Run Run Shaw who helped to expand 

their business tremendously. Runme Shaw 

was known as a philanthropist and co-

founded the Shaw Foundation in 1957 with 

Run Run Shaw, donating generously to 

education, medical services and arts 

development in Singapore. He passed away 

in March 1985 in Singapore. 
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