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Farquhar’s flora and fauna on show

ST PHOTOS: DESMOND FOO

HISTORY IN WATERCOLOUR: All 477 natural history drawings commissioned by William Farquhar are at the National Museum.

Farquhar’s flora and fauna on show

Hong Xinyi

FOR the first time, visitors to the National
Muscum of Singapore will be able to see all
477 pieces of the natural history drawings
commissioned by William Farquhar.

An employee of the East India Company
and Resident of Singapore and Malacca, he
was also appointed the British Comman-
dant of Singaporc.

A documentation of a variety of flora
and fauna from South-cast Asia, the collec-
tion was given by Farquhar to the Royal Asi-
atic Society in London in 1823.

In 1993, Singapore businessman and phi-
lanthropist G. K. Goh bought the collection
for $3 million and donated it to the National
Museum in 1995.

Formerly, only selected pieces from this
collection have been on display. The current
exhibition, curated by the museum’s senior
curator Iskander Mydin and curator Hairani
Hassan-Joshi, also provides new contexts
for the drawings.

For example. 1t was a common practice
among_-British colonial officers stationed in
foreign countrics to document the flora and
fauna of their surroundings.

“It was a summation of what they did
while they were in the exotic East, a scientif-
ic part of the colonial role,” says Mr
Iskander, 50.

Farquhar’s collection, he says. is one of
the most complete and comprehensive of
such regional colonial documentation. Inci-
dentally, Stamford Raffles had a larger col-
lection of 2.000 drawings, but thosc were
lost at sca.

Farquhar’s collection, which is about 200
vears old, was originally kept in eight
A3-size albums. The drawings, executed in
watercolour, have been remounted individu-
ally by the museum.

Conservation experts discovered outlines
of preliminary sketches while prepping
some of the drawings, leading to guesses
that they were done by a workshop of Chi-
nese artists in Malacea, says Mr Iskander.

“The use of organic dyes in some of the
pigments, and the style of depicting some of
the tendrils of the plants arc typical of Chi-
nese painting styles.”
> Empire Of Nature is on at the National
Museum of Singapore till Oct 21. Opening
hours are 10am to 6pm daily. Admission is
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$5.

NATURE KEEPERS: Exhibition
curators Hairani Hassan-Joshi
(left) and Iskander Mydin.




