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Memory, Landscape and Humanity:
Wong Yun Wah’s Nanyang Writing of the Peoples,
Cultures, and Sceneries of Singapore and
Malaya/Malaysia

Lee Soo Chee*
Abstract

Wong Yoon Wah F-JBZE (1941- ) is a notable writer of Singaporean and
Malaysian Chinese literature. Wong was born in Temoh, a southern town in Perak’s
Kinta Valley during British Malaya. His grandfather moved to the Malay Peninsular
from southern China during the late Qing dynasty. As part of the third generation
of Chinese to have lived in Malaya/Malaysia, his lifetime spans a number of major
historical periods, and so for him, the memories and landscapes of Kinta Valley
and Singapore are filled with colonial and post-colonial narratives and meanings.
Kinta Valley and Singapore are not only the places where Wong has witnessed the
affairs of the world, but also the prism through which he watches, recognizes and
understands the colonial and post-colonial worlds. It is in this sense that Wong
mobilizes literary images drawn from his memories of Nanyang’s colonial past,
and the Singaporean and Malaysian landscapes of the post-colonial present—the
flowers, grasses, trees, vegetables, fruits, fish, insects, rain, and the ‘new village’
of the tropical rainforest; and the merlion statues, steel supertrees, metal flowers

and grasses, and port cranes of the urban landscape—and invests them with a

* Lee Soo Chee, assistant professor, Department of Chinese Studies, Universiti Tunku Abdul

Rahman.
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rich cultural sense. His imagery therefore embodies his critique of Singapore and
Malaya/Malaysia, and their societies, politics, histories and cultures, while lending
a humanistic consciousness to the landscapes he constructs in his writings.

In short, this paper’s aims are twofold: Firstly, to investigate the links
between Wong’s literary imagery and his colonial and post-colonial experiences
of Singapore and Malaya/Malaysia. In particular, this concerns how his images
communicate his thoughts on anti-colonialism, anti-oppression, anti-exploitation,
anti-war/military action, humanity, environmental protection, ecological balance,
and other major humanistic concerns. Secondly, this paper aims to evaluate the
writing techniques, literary achievements, value, and position of his Nanyang

landscape writings in the context of Sinophone literature as a whole.

Keywords: Wong Yun Wah T-JE#£, memory, landscape, humanistic consciousness,

Nanyang writing of Singapore and Malaya/Malaysia






