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Bye bye superman, 2020

Bye bye superman

Heavy Traffic
by Euginia Tan

A traffic jam embodies congestion. Roads and drivers are tested. People and machines become 
impatient. The final destination seems out of sight and mind, impossible to reach. In Deities 
and Demons, Ben Puah’s current series of works reveal the metaphorical clogging of human 
psyche, man-made systems and political turmoil. Using imagery derived from influences of 
numerical representation, as well as omens of afterlife, the rapid race to arrive through any 
means places the artist in a crazed driver’s seat. Conflating worlds of absurdist culture and the 
afterlife, Puah takes the wheel in leading audiences through the heavy traffic of his practice. 

This essay will look at themes present in Puah’s current body of work, while piecing this 
with the parallels of facing heavy traffic in society. What does the idea of socio-economic 
congestion convey? How does this repress an individual’s personal commute?
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Numbers, Systems, Patterns

Though brash and lurid in colour choice (such as the use of neon hues), Puah draws our attention 
on the escalating reliance of numbers in modern societies. Numbers govern the paintings’ to 
different capacities, yet all exert an authoritative stance on maintenance. Whether they are 
dictatorial, tyrannical or blindly uniform, numbers loom hauntingly as disciplinarians in the 
artist’s haphazard frenzy of reality. 

The very root of numbers suggests a perfunctory value. We work around numbers so that we 
can punctuate the values merited to them –a stipulated deadline, an honorary budget, a sequence 
of cause and order that provides another layer to their values adding up. When numbers align, 
it predicates that a system is in motion, that a pattern is constant. What happens when these 
numbers are randomized wilfully? The motion of a system changes and a pattern is thrown off 
balance. Lotteries are struck, the odds can be beaten. Circulation would still effectively be at 
work, at the loss of a safety net that a number once claimed whole and upright. A pole dug deep 
in sand is still able to topple.

Puah’s finesse in the hopscotch of numbers points to the artist’s savvy in making a loophole 
visible, feasible and tempting. There are no ultimatums, no connotation needs to be dignified. 
Because numbers are fictions, the artist allows them to be in rampant caricature mode. In an 
essay by theorist Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, he analyses the role systemic reality plays towards 
transitioning society at large. “Reality is the construct emanating from multiple subjectivities: 
power, social rebellion, political imagination, and art experiments… The fixation of the 
enunciative flow of simulation into established forms of perception and projection may be 
labelled Gestalt, in the precise sense that Gestalt psychologists gave to the term: a form that 
generates forms, while fixating and reproducing… in the sphere of perception.”1 This suggests 
that on several spectrums (logical and/or creative), our minds often perceive objects and 
situations as part of a larger whole, elements of a more complex and enforced system.

Therein begins the start of how heavy traffic is received and navigated. With numbers assigning 
values, we can manage addresses, salaries and license plates. There are speed limits to follow, 
with the accompanying burdens of traffic taxes, road signs and gasoline amounts. The more a 
system weighs, the higher the stakes raise for numerical efficacy. On the other hand, in Puah’s 
dimension of traffic, highways lead to infinite mazes. An open road is a portal to subconscious 
desires. Currency and identification numbers are slyly demonized. One is forcibly halted, 
stewing in a silent road rage. A number is coded as little more than a metaphor, benign and 
contrived.

Numbers, Systems,

1 Franco ‘Fico’ Beraldi, Trap of Identity and Delusion of Truth (Utrecht, Netherlands, Valiz with Impakt Foundation Utrecht, 2016), 
page 141 Patterns
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Portals and Desires

We shall now examine Puah’s interpretation of portals and desires. Several connective 
symbols provide an entry point to another portal. There are bridges, links (as tree branches, 
meditative beads, monograms, even Mandarin characters), and the idea of split fractions in our 
psyche. Regardless of their placement, they are meant to connect from one world to another. 
Sometimes, the worlds in the works permeate and coincide, such as the eerie mass appeal of 
afterlife. However, the paintings also offer contradicting renditions of desires, such as omens 
and religion versus pop lingo and nonconforming intimacies. 

Perhaps the biggest takeaway from Puah’s collusion of collage is that we can want what 
we don’t. Yearning and desire may not equate to the same result. Death can be a vulture, 
scavenging off remnants from what was once alive. Yet, it is also a ripening of fruit from a tree, 
offering another lease of being. The definitions of vice and ethics can be conversely flipped. 
We think of portals as entrances and tenets to possibilities, and as a proven albeit clichéd rule, 
possibilities are endless. 

Puah’s rapture and attention to this conflict within self emphasizes the engaging disorder of 
mortality. The artist sends a commentary relating that it is inevitably comedic to be human. 
These proportions of comedy can be controlled by us. Likewise, the distortions of an artist’s 
creative output can swerve in any degree of their steering. In the same essay by Berardi, it is 
suggested that intentional creative process can still malfunction at the core of an artist’s practice. 
“You are at the point of intersection of countless semiotic flows that stimulate your attention… 
This means that, like identity, authenticity is a pseudo-concept. It does not define something 
that exists in itself. Rather, it idolizes an illusion. Nevertheless, the sense of inauthenticity… 
is real in the contemporary subconscious… of this precarious generation.”2  Puah’s deftness in 
immersing the viewer into a portal of their own (un)doing is akin to the mesmerizing trap of 
being stuck at a traffic lull. After the initial impatience wanes, the road becomes a cocoon of 
fantasies. The radio warps a need for consumption and self-restraint. Horns flirt with tempers. 
Heavy traffic engulfs one in a larger system, but also pulls one inwards to another vehicle of 
their imagination. It is frightening and enthralling to lose one’s place in line.    

Self Portrait, 2020

2Ibid, page 137
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Ebb and Flow

The title of this essay was inspired by cartoonist Ralph Bakshi’s 1973 animated feature, Heavy 
Traffic. The film is considered to be Bakshi’s biggest critical success. The premise revolves 
around Bakshi’s experiences as a struggling inner-city cartoonist in New York City. Spliced 
with penny arcade pinball backdrops, rough traffic dialogues of New York residents form a 
large part of the film’s soundscape. The characters never achieve a coming-of-age treatment, 
or a fortuitous epiphany. They reside as they are, outlandish and crass, celebrating a doomed 
existence. The traffic continues to ebb and flow. 

As traffic recedes, relief is bittersweet. It might make the dissent of congestion give way to 
respite. Still, an easy commute may not immediately satisfy. With the tussle of a jam comes 
a tense, unrealized plea to freedom. Once consent to a destination is cleared, it almost seems 
unwarranted to travel smooth. Similar to viewing Puah’s works, it is difficult to detach one’s 
reality after becoming accustomed to what the artist offers. Breaking away from its spectacle 
begets a plainer humdrum of traffic flow. A stable footing seems remote, faraway. 

With the onslaught of awareness to societal issues, more platforms are available for us to 
respond. However, the limitations of response are still stifled within our comfort zones. We 
type an impassioned reply online to an unjust situation. We use constructed icons to indicate 
agreement. In several instances, we still inherently crave uniformity in spite of discontent. As 
artists continue to make art to spur public discourse, it can also be a good time to step out of 
our figurative car and wander. Like Bakshi’s film, Puah’s tactile fervency invites us to stand 
on our own two feet and ponder: Are we really worlds apart from deities and demons? Are we 
just as capable of their creation and destruction? Or, are they just as culpable to meekness and 
banality? The kiss
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Detail of A Faint Halo (2019)
The little boy who dared to dream, 2021
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Ben Puah is an exciting figure in a new breed of contemporary Asian artists. Born 
in Singapore in 1976, Ben studied at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology 
and LASALLE College of the Arts. He received his BFA with Distinction from the 
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology in 2000. He is also the recipient for the 
President’s Young Talents in 2001.

Art is very important to Ben because it is a way of expressing oneself and 
an abstraction of how he feels about life. His works are like in the state of 
phantasmagoria where there is a mix of real and imagined elements. 

Ben has exhibited his works in Singapore, Iran, Australia, Germany, Japan, USA, 
Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, Brazil, London, Malaysia, China and Phillippines. 
His works are collected by private individuals and public institutions; including 
Singapore Art Museum, National Institute of Education (Singapore), Vietnam Fine 
Art Association and Ministry of Sustainability and the Environment (Singapore).

The artist
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Selected Solo Exhibition (2012 - 2021)

2021

2020

2019

2018    

2015    
         

2013    

2012   

Bachelor of Arts (Fine Art) with Distinction 
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT)

Diploma in Visual Arts (Sculpture)
LASALLE-SIA College of the Arts

           
Deities and Demons, solo exhibition, Richard Koh Fine Art Singapore, 
Gillman Barracks, Singapore

Days of Our Lives, virtual solo exhibition by Ben Puah 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FkTffDe0JM&t=443s

Songs for the common happiness, solo exhibition by Ben Puah, New 
Space Arts Foundation (Hue, Vietnam) and Coda Culture (Singapore)

I Like Hanoi and Hanoi Likes Me, solo exhibition by Ben Puah, Art 
Exhibition House (Hanoi, Vietnam) and Independent Archive and 
Resource Center (Singapore)

The Little Pirate In Me, traveling solo exhibition, Gaodi Center for 
Contemporary Art (Shenyang, China) and GotHeart Gallery (Manila, 
Philippines)    
           
Ben is Ben, is Ben is Ben, solo exhibition by Ben Puah, Flaneur Gallery,  
Singapore

WAI, solo exhibition, RE-C Art Space, Chengdu, China.
            
In an Artist’s Heart, Everyday is a Revolution, solo exhibition by Ben 
Puah, Sazmanab Platform for Contemporary Arts, Tehran, IRAN

Mapping series: Ten Brothers Project, LW44, Munich, Germany. 

Ten Brothers, solo exhibition by Ben Puah, Your Mother Gallery, 
Singapore

Selected Group Exhibition (2016 -2020)

2020

2019

2018    

2017

 
        

2016

IN OUR OWN FRAME, 10th Year Anniversary, Richard Koh Fine Art 
(Singapore)
 
39th UOB Painting of the Year exhibition, UOB Art Gallery, Singapore

New Space Opening Party Show, Coda Culture, Singapore

POLYPHONY: SOUTHEAST ASIA, AMNUA, Nanjing, China.

Above the Clouds International Live Art Festival 2019, Nanchang, 
Kunming, Chuxiong and Lijiang, China.

WOW International Performance Art Festival, various locations, 
Shenzhen, China

The 6th UP-ON International Live Art Festival, various locations, 
Chengdu, China

Portraiture, presented by The Artists Village, MOX, Singapore
        
State of Emergency, group exhibition, Muse House, Singapore

Still Life with The Artists Village, The Ngee Ann Kongsi Galleries 1 & 2, 
NAFA Campus 1, Singapore.

META-GRAPHY, DECK, Singapore
 
CROSSING BORDER | BORDER CROSSING - International Festival of  
Intermedia  2017, Hong Kong, China.   
 
Disposal in Transit: Remembering Sungei Road Market, MUSE HOUSE, 
Singapore

Art Apart Fair, Isetan Orchard, Wisma Atria, Singapore
 
Second Nature 2, OMSQ Fort Canning Park, Singapore
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Selected Performances (2012 -2019)

2019

2018

 

2017   

2015

2012

Performance BENISRAT No.9, Bangkok Art and Culture Centre, Thailand

Performance BENISRAT No.8, Above the Clouds International Live Art 
Festival 2019

Performance BENISRAT No.7, Coda Culture, Singapore

Performance BENISRAT No.6 (Handsome White) Collaboration with 
Artist Lee Wen        

Performance BENISRAT No.5, WOW International Performance Art 
Festival, Shenzhen, China.

Performance BENISRAT No.4, The 6th UP-ON International Live Art 
Festival, Various locations, Blue Roof Museum, Chengdu, China

Performance BENISRAT No.3, CROSSING BORDER | BORDER 
CROSSING - International Festival of Intermedia 2017, Hong Kong, 
China. 
        
Karung Guni Uncles, project by Teo Eng Seng and Ben Puah, Former 
Sungei Road flea market site, Singapore.

Performance BENISRAT No.2, /*semble*/, Tanjong Pagar Railway 
Station, Singapore

Performance “BENISRAT No.1”, RITES #03-2012, The Substation 
Theatre, Singapore

Selected Group Exhibition (2012 -2015)

2015

2014

2013   

2012

Zoe –The Art of the Alchemist, Martell Air Gallery, Marina Bay area, 
Singapore Peninsula Practices: New Faces of Realism in Contemporary 
Southeast Asian 

Art, One East Asia at the Redfern Gallery, London.

Zentai Art Exhibition: Invisible Whole 3, Japan Creative Centre, 
Singapore.

NEW DIRECTIONS: Singapore Contemporary Artists Exhibition, Art 
Exhibition House, Hanoi, Vietnam

Collectors’ Sale, group exhibition, artspace @ 222, Singapore 

 /*semble*/, site specific exhibitions and performances, Tanjong Pagar 
Railway Station, Singapore  

Urban Hysteria: the self in a state of excess/part 2, Flaneur Gallery, 
Singapore

The Affordable Art Fair, Singapore 

HAND (GUN) ZEN The Garden of Daylight in the Dark, recent works by 
Ben Puah & Kai Lam, The Substation Gallery, Singapore  

Sculpture Society (Singapore) annual show 2014, SG-TW shoebox 
sculpture show, Galeri Utama & Nila, Fort Canning Park, Singapore

Second Nature, exhibition by members of Sculpture Society (Singapore), 
Old Married Soldiers’ Quarters, Fort Canning Park, Singapore

SMALL SINGAPORE SHOW, Kanto Artists-Run Space, Makati City, 
Philippines

The Realm in the Mirror, the Vision out of Image, Singapore Contemporary 
Art Exhibition, SUZHOU JINJI LAKE ART MUSEUM, Suzhou, China

Survival Theory Case, China Singapore Contemporary Art, 01100001 
Beijing, China
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Euginia Tan is a Singaporean writer who writes poetry, creative non-fiction and
plays. Her third poetry collection, Phedra (Ethos Books) was nominated for the 
2018 Singapore Literature Prize. Her play-writing credits include Holidays (under 
mentorship of Joel Tan), Tuition (Twenty Something Theatre Festival) and Modest 
Travels (produced by Tan Kheng Hua for Uniqlo). She also pens curatorial essays 
andcontributions for visual artists in Singapore.

Text by
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around a core belief in developing 
an artist’s career, the gallery looks 
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promising practices, and providing 
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& digital publications and cross-
border gallery collaborations, 
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community with the aim of developing 
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