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The Esplanade from Scandal Point
By Liz Gielewski

The Esplanade from Scandal Point by J T Thomson, oil on canvas, 1851, gift of Dr John Hall-Jones, Image © National Heritage Board

In Singapore’s National Museum is a painting by John
Turnbull Thomson called The Esplanade from Scandal Point
(1851). Next time you visit the museum take a closer look; it
tells a story about that period of time.
John Turnbull Thomson (1821-1884) was the Government
Surveyor for the Eastern Settlements and a self-taught artist.
This painting shows the residents of Singapore relaxing at the
Padang – Malay for ‘flat field’. From the beginning, Raffles
had wanted this stretch of land to be reserved for recreational
use and in the painting you can see not only what the
colonial part of town looked like in 1851, but also who was
there. Scandal Point, a small hill at the edge of the Padang,
got its name because people would meet there to talk about
the day’s news.
In the centre of the painting is a family group with the
man holding a spear. They are the orang laut or sea gypsies,
the original inhabitants of the island. On the far right is a
group of Arabs. In the 19th century, many Arabs from Yemen
migrated to Java and Sumatra to trade. As Lieutenant
Governor of Java, Raffles had met Arab traders and knew
they would move here if conditions suited them. Nowadays,
Haji Lane is a street full of smart boutiques and bars, but
in those days it was where Muslims from Java, Sumatra
and Borneo stayed while waiting for a boat to take them to
Mecca. Their accommodation was owned by a wealthy Arab,
Syed Omar Aljunied.
The next family group you can see is Chinese. The
Chinese followed Farquhar, Raffles’ right-hand man and
former Resident of Malacca, to Singapore. Many were
Peranakan (locally born) and their ability to speak Malay,
Hokkien and English allowed them to work successfully as
middlemen for both Chinese and English traders.
Singapore’s first Indians were the soldiers or sepoys

who came with Raffles and Farquhar. It didn’t take long
for George Coleman, the architect of all of the buildings in
this painting, to realise that more labourers were needed
in Singapore. The labour shortage was solved in 1824 by
bringing in convicts from British India. They were used to
build Singapore’s public roads, buildings and bridges, many
of which still stand today.
You can also see the British out riding. The man in the
open carriage might be Governor Colonel Butterworth,
whom Thomson nicknamed Butterpot-the-Great. Behind
them, a game of cricket and the Malay version of football,
takraw, are being played. The man in the top hat walking
next to a bearded Arab could well be Thomson himself with
Munshi Abdullah, who was well-known in Singapore as a
teacher, scribe and friend of both Raffles and Farquhar.
In the background is a row of beautiful colonial buildings,
with Government House perched on top of Government Hill
– today’s Fort Canning Hill. On the left is the courthouse
with its two distinctive towers. The original building
eventually became Parliament House – now known as the
Arts House. Coleman’s house, in Coleman Street, is opposite
the ionic-pillared mansion that he designed and built for
his mistress, Nysai Takoyee Manuk. The Armenian Church
is on its left and last of all comes St Andrew’s Church, the
predecessor of today’s St Andrew’s Cathedral.
Thomson left Singapore in 1855 for health reasons. Later,
when he became New Zealand’s first Surveyor General, this
painting hung over his mantelpiece for many years. In 1955,
the painting was presented to the museum by his greatgranddaughter.

Liz Gielewski is an NMS docent who has lived in Singapore for
the last three years.
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