
H
AVE modern ro-
mances become
increasingly
ephemeral? Do
young people just
want to meet,
hook up, and
then say good-

bye?
Machine, a cynical play about

fleeting romances written by play-
wright Tan Tarn How, drew a lot
of head-scratching from director
Jeremiah Choy when he read it in
2002.

“I didn’t quite grasp it at first. I
thought, how can two men and
two women meet, seduce each
other, and then go? It just didn’t
make sense,” says Choy, who was
the first to direct Machine for The-
atreWorks in 2002.

But as it turned out, the play
was uncannily prescient about
the dating habits of young singles
in the age of phone apps and Inter-
net dating, whose popularity has
exploded in recent years.

Choy believes that these tech-
nologically advanced ways of
meeting potential partners have
since become prevalent and have
had an unfortunate effect of short-
ening the lifespan of modern rela-
tionships.

“Dating apps and
sites allow

you to sit

in the comfort of your home and
look at this endless variety of
women and men who are looking
for love. And what that does is
give you the impression of infinite
possibilities – that you could just
connect with and dispose of one
person and move on to the next
because it’s so simple to find
‘romance’.

“You don’t even have to go to a
singles bar anymore – you can
just scroll down the list of pho-
tos.”

Machine tells the story of two
female housemates (played by
Oon Shu An and Seong Hui Xuan)
who call up a pair of repairmen to
inspect their malfunctioning
washing machine. When the men
(Eden Ang and Julian Low) show
up, there is instant physical attrac-
tion, and a romantic mer-
ry-go-round commences among
the four of them.

On the outset, the premise
seems deliberately caricaturish –
one could even call it “pornogra-
phy-inspired”. But the drama is
sharp and intelligent, delineating
the enigmatic and constantly shift-
ing relationships between the
characters.

The play won Best Script at
the 2003 Life! Theatre Awards
and was adapted into a TV dra-
ma.

But Choy decided to revive it
for the stage because of “its rele-
vance to the changing sexual dy-
namics of today... where more
and more modern romances
don’t last”.

Seong, 26, who nabbed the
award for Best Supporting Ac-
tress on Monday for her role in
last year’s Company, says: “It’s a

symptom of our over-connected
and over-stimulated society. If
you can get in touch through so-
cial media with anyone around
the world – even celebrities – how
does that change the way you see
your friendships and relation-
ships?

Will you work harder at mak-
ing your current relationship
work when there’s an internation-
al buffet that awaits you and you
can pick what you want?”

Oon, 27, agrees: “People have
always played games in relation-
ships, but now the games have be-
come even more complicated... I
mean, a woman may even play
games to see if a potential partner
is compatible, that is, is he able to
be able to play the same games as
she does?... Or she may play
games because she’s just bored.”

Ang, 25, adds: “Let’s face it –
relationships aren’t fun without a
little game-playing.”

But Low, 30, believes most peo-
ple sober up and realise they
don’t want to get trapped in some
endless cycle of mouse-clicking
and finger-tapping, looking for
the next potential lover.

“I got married because I want-
ed to stop playing games,” he
says, shaking his ring finger to
show his silver wedding band.
“These cycles are ultimately de-
structive, abusive, exhausting
and unsatisfying, and when you fi-
nally realise that, you just want to
get out quickly and find some
kind of stability and lasting happi-
ness.”

Machine plays at the Esplanade
Theatre Studio from July 18 to

20 at 8pm. Tickets at $25
available from Sistic

By HELMI YUSOF
THIS week’s appointment of
practising artist-academic Dr
Susie Lingham to the position
of director of the Singapore
Art Museum (SAM) suggests “a
shift in thinking” among the top
brass, says Ms Lingham her-
self.

Where such leadership roles
were once filled by men and
women with careers in the civil
service, her appointment as
well as the recent appointment
of theatre director Ong Keng
Sen as the festival head of the
newly privatised Singapore
Arts Festival suggest that
long-practising artist-academ-
ics are now viable candidates
for institutional leadership
roles, at least in the field of the
arts.

Says Ms Lingham: “I sense
this shift in thinking and I’m
glad for it. As artists, we come
from a deep understanding of
our practices and we can repre-
sent the arts fully without any
mediatory factors.

“We can engage in the real
tension of ideas and concepts
and help take the Singapore art
scene to the next level.” Previ-
ous SAM directors Kwok Kian
Chow and Tan Boon Hui came
from the National Museum of
Singapore.

Chong Siak Ching, head of
the newly formed visual arts
cluster comprising SAM, Singa-
pore Tyler Print Institute and
National Art Gallery, Singa-
pore, says: “It’s good for our
team to have individuals with
different skills sets, as opposed
to a team with all the same
skills... Susie is also not just an
artist. She has taught, curated
and advised the boards of insti-
tutions. So our selection com-
mittee considered her the right
person for the job.”

Ms Lingham, 47, is a visual
arts pioneer who began her ca-
reer in early 1990s. She
co-founded the artist collective
5th Passage which was in-
volved in organising the Artist
General Assembly in 1993.

There, a performance piece
by artist Josef Ng that included
the snipping of his pubic hair ig-
nited a media storm which lead to a
dramatic 10-year no-funding rule for
performance art by the authorities.

Ms Lingham notes that the art
scene today is much “richer” in com-
parison and that the government has
become “increasingly more support-
ive”.

She has shown her artworks at vari-
ous exhibitions and held a solo show at
the Substation last year.

She holds a Doctor of Philosophy in
Literature, Religion and Philosophy
from the University of Sussex and has
taught at Lasalle College of the Arts,
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts and Na-

tional Institute of Education, among
other institutions.

She is quick to add that her appoint-
ment does not signal an end to her own
artistic production: “I’ve told the muse-
um that I’d like to continue making art.
But I will not show it in the museum as
that would be a conflict of interest. ”

She thinks that her own artistic
practice will also allow her to cast a
more rigorous eye on the works being
presented by the museum.

She says: “I consider my own artis-
tic rigour and criticality as a strength
that would allow me to see something
that a fellow artist is doing and help
bring it to another level. ”

Like any serious artists, she is op-
posed to any notions of “dumbing
down” art so that it may be more easily
consumed by the public. She says: “I
want to immerse the audience at the
deep end, but with the guidance of the
museum and a curator. There is no
need to talk down to people.”

She recalls: “As a young girl, I was
already exposed to great books like
Wuthering Heights and that’s how I
came to love literature. Art is similar –
you must expose great art to people
even at a young age, and guide them to-
wards appreciating that complexity.”

Ms Lingham will begin her work at
the museum next month.

Tan Tarn How’s Machine, a cynical play about the impermanence of modern relationships, gets a revival, writes HELMI YUSOF

‘These cycles are ultimately
destructive, abusive, exhausting
and unsatisfying, and when
you finally realise that, you
just want to get out quickly.’

– Director Jeremiah Choy (left) on Machine
(above) with lead actors Seong Hui Xuan

(right) and Eden Ang

By CHEAH UI-HOON

FOR Sherman Ong, one of the key prob-
lems with Singapore films is a lack of
real identity, not filmmakers. Specifical-
ly, it’s the government’s emphasis on
“no dialect” and “speak good English”
policy which hinders filmmakers from
portraying the real Singapore.

This unease and discomfort with
language is holding back Singapore
film, says the independent filmmaker
who’s probably better known in the in-
ternational independent film circuit
than in Singapore.

Ong, 41, a law graduate from the
National University of Singapore, got
his head start as a photographer in the
mid-1990s, but started building up a
commendable repertoire of films,
short films and documentaries from
the early 2000s onwards. This was a
time when indie filmmaking was still a
novel concept in Singapore.

Since then, Ong has probably spent
as much time abroad as he has in Sin-
gapore, either filming or showing them
in international film festivals.

Excerpts from his film Tickets,
which was part of the award-winning
2009 Singapore Pavilion at the Venice
Biennale, was shown at a forum organ-
ised by Singapore Management Univer-
sity’s School of Social Sciences earlier
this week, entitled Producing Chinese
Cinema in the 21st Century.

“How have our migrations led to
our identities and how do we project
ourselves in the international market
and audience,” questions Ong, who
was on the panel discussing Singapore
film.

The question of identity forms the
crux of Ong’s filmmaking. He grew up
in a Peranakan household in Malacca,
speaking Peranakan Malay, but went
to Chinese kindergarten, and later,
pitched headlong into Hwa Chong Jun-
ior College’s “culture” after completing
his ‘O’ Levels in Malaysian schools.

“What preoccupies me is growing
up Peranakan – being a Chinese who
barely speaks Mandarin,” he muses.
As he sees it, Peranakans were essen-

tially bicultural but who identified
themselves as Chinese because of politi-
cal and social circumstances.

His first introduction into the world
of film was through his grandfather, he
recounts, who was a projectionist at
The Sun cinema in Malacca. “When I
was a kid, I’d watch two Hong Kong
films a week. And then my grandaunt
would take us to the Chinese operas
performing at temples. When I was 10,
my dad gave me a camera, and that
started me on my relationship with im-
ages,” Ong sums up.

Self-starter
Everything about photography he
learnt “on the job” - from the days
where he volunteered to photograph
events for Raffles Hall activities in
NUS. And the same with film. A pivotal
moment was volunteering in the Singa-
pore International Film Festival, in its
heyday in the mid-1990s.

That was Ong’s introduction to
world cinema and he later worked as a
producer/director at Mediacorp, took
an advanced diploma course in cine-
matography, and continued to hone
his craft through the ubiquitious corpo-
rate video.

“In the early 2000s, filmmakers like
myself would just develop our craft
based on what we could do and what
we watched… there was no real film
school,” he shares. But one documenta-
ry led to another, especially as Ong
started picking up awards – such as
the one he did for a heritage festival in
Singapore which won a Malaysian vid-
eo award.

A 2003 film on Indonesian dance,
Exodus, opened the Rotterdam Film
Festival, and from there it snowballed.
In a 2005 residency in Hanoi, Ong cre-
ated his Hanoi Haiku series – merging
his photography and film practices.

“The artists’ residency was a men-
tal shift – as it made me think harder of
what I was trying to say through my
photography and film.”

Another residency at the Fukuoka
Art Museum led him to make his first
feature film in Japanese, and then the

film Flooding in the Time of Drought
for the 2011 Singapore Biennale,
which again focused on migrant sto-
ries. Ong was in Berlin last month,
where Flooding showed at the Asia Pa-
cific Week Berlin 2013.

There’s been a strong momentum
for filmmaking in Singapore in the last
five years, notes Ong, but it goes back
to the identity Singapore is projecting
on the global stage. “This inevitably af-
fects how film as a product is viewed.”
It’s also a question of how relevant the
films are to the international communi-
ty.

“There’s also confusion as to how
we’re using film as a revenue source or
as a cultural expression and these two
overlap in different places.”

Ong’s idea of film is that it has to
deal with authenticity, which means al-
lowing Singaporeans to speak natural-
ly. “The unique selling point is that we
speak Singlish, this creole language,
which happens in Malaysia and the
Philippines as well. We don’t speak
pure English, nor do we speak pure
Chinese, so until and unless we em-
brace and feel confident about Sin-
glish, we’ll always have a schizophren-
ic nature.”

Some of the best works on Singa-
pore are short films and clips uploaded
on YouTube, he quips, because they’re
authentic and also quintessentially Sin-
gaporean.

The biggest barrier to Singapore
film now is language, feels Ong, be-
cause it shows we’re not comfortable
with our bodies until we are with our
language.

Sherman Ong is currently holding a
workshop with hearing impaired

students for the Abilities in
Diversity Art Programme organised

by the Community Foundation of
Singapore, which will culminate in

a September exhibition and is
mentoring budding photographers

for the Asean youth camp in
end-August. He will take part in

Video Brasil and the Copenhagen
International Documentary Festival

in November

SAM director will go
on making her art

Probing lens: Sherman Ong (right) built up a commendable repertoire of films, short films
and documentaries from the early 2000s onwards, such as Exodus (above). PHOTOS: SHERMAN ONG
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What’s love got to do with it?

‘I consider my own artistic rigour and
criticality as a strength that would allow
me to see something that a fellow artist is
doing and help bring it to another level.’

– Ms Lingham, a visual arts pioneer who began her career in early 1990s

At the helm: Dr Susie
Lingham (below), director
of SAM, is also an artist
in her own right, with
works such as a set she
designed for Eleanor
Wong’s play Wills &
Secession (above); and
Hotspot (right) – with 48
bookmarks forming a
picture. PHOTOS: SAM

Zooming in on identity in celluloid
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