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Mr Viknesh
Kobinathan, 26,
film programmer

“I was excited that the
arts festival was back.
Two groups in part-
icular got me excited:
The Wooster Group
and The Berliner En-
semble with Robert Wilson. I studied
these groups in theatre modules in
university, so I was like, wow – that’s
quite cool that they’re coming here.”

Ms Kim Ng, 26,
works in the
education sector

“This is the first time
I’m watching the festi-
v a l . T h e s h o w s I
watched were from dif-
ferent cultures. Amid
The Clouds is from the
Middle East; and I Stand Corrected and
Hatched are from South Africa, so it
really opened my eyes to the issues these
countries are facing. You read about it in
the news and it seems very distant, but
when you watch it in the theatre, it
brings things closer to the heart.”

Ms Khee Shihui, 32,
arts and social work
freelancer

“I really enjoyed Disa-
bled Theater. It was
confrontational and
very stark. It made me
confront my assump-
tions about people with
disabilities, how society views them and
how I view them. I was quite affronted
when people clapped after the perform-
ers did simple things. They are actors,
don’t patronise them. They all said, ‘I
am an actor’ – so respect them like a
theatre actor would be respected.”

Mr Tse Hao Guang,
25, Dean’s Fellow
at Yale–NUS

“There’s definitely the
sense that the festival
was a lot more inter-
n a t i o n a l t h a n i n
previous years. Amid
The Clouds was a very
interesting window into the part of the
world that I’m not familiar with, but the
themes allowed me to see a lot of com-
monalities as well. I was very drawn to
the idea of exiles, of people who have
left their countries and are trying to find
a new life in a different place.”

Mr Nelson Chia, 42,
theatre practitioner

“The overall produc-
tion values of most of
the shows I watched
were high and the line-
up was well selected.
But for some reason, I
didn’t sense the festi-
val as strongly as before. Maybe because
it was stretched out over more weeks
than usual. There was a kind of tedious
effort to keep the buzz going and going.
But I think it was a feat that the organis-
ers could get some of these huge shows
here within the space of a year.”

A
fter a year on vacation, the grande dame
of Singapore arts festivals has gone from
paunchy to punchy – with a third of its
shows sold out and praise from audience
members bolstering its return.

While the line-up appeared to favour the cutting
edge and avant garde over mainstream blockbusters,
avid artsgoers and new audience members who
attended the renamed and rebranded Singapore
International Festival of Arts told Life! it was far
from esoteric, even if some productions were more
difficult to appreciate in terms of presentation.

The event came to a close on Sunday after an
expanded six-week run and a leaner but focused
menu of 12 international productions. This was akin
to a selective multi-course degustation compared to
the usual buffet of 25 to 40 events compressed into
two weeks.

The nearly $7-million festival drew 22,000
people, including audiences at its pre-festival
programme, The O.P.E.N., and sold 86 per cent of
tickets in total. The last time the festival was held in
2012, it had gross sales of 72 per cent. Its ticketed
performances drew 16,000 and its free events,
220,000.

The reduction in scale is largely due to a shift in
identity for the festival.

There were no concurrent free
fringe-type events or a Festival
Village this year, and productions
were held in more boutique-type
venues, such as the Victoria
Theatre and the School of the Arts
Studio Theatre. The Esplanade
Theatre, which seats 2,000, is
closed for upgrading.

Prior to a review of the festival
last year, which turned it into an
independent entity, the former
state-run Singapore Arts Festival
had come under criticism for its
lack of identity and how it seemed
to have become increasingly irrele-
vant in a burgeoning scene of arts
and cultural activities here. There
are now more than 3,000 perform-
ing arts productions a year and at
least 80 festivals organised by independent present-
ers and groups, such as the Esplanade’s Huayi –
Chinese Festival of Arts and The Necessary Stage’s
M1 Singapore Fringe Festival.

Festival director Ong Keng Sen’s stance was that
the festival could not and should not replicate the
work of others. He believed the experimental and the
crowd-pleasing could mix, and hoped to cater to an
expanding group of arts lovers hungry for something
beyond the mainstream.

The theatre director and Cultural Medallion

recipient, 51, tells Life!: “I think it was a festival in
which we had to pluck up our courage and jump into
the unknown.

“I do feel gratified that there is an audience out
there who really were engaged... That’s where I’m
taking heart, that we’ve managed to smoke these peo-
ple out to come to the festival and that their curiosi-
ty and hunger for something different was satisifed.”

Ong had selected a palette of classics-inspired but
also spikily avant garde works for his first year at the
helm of the 37-year-old festival, giving it the over-

arching theme of Legacy And The
Expanded Classic to give it a
certain cohesion.

H e a l s o w a n t e d t o h o o k
first-time audience members
through diverse topics that one
might not immediately associate
with the arts, such as bioethics.

Hence the decision to bookend
the festival with the deeply
challenging Michael Nyman opera
with a scientific bent, Facing
Goya; and The Wooster Group’s
controversy-laden and unabashed-
ly postmodern Cry, Trojans!

But this seems to have worked.
Four productions sold out this
year: Japanese traditional arts
showcase Sambaso; Amid The
Clouds, a meditative piece focus-

ing on two Iranian exiles; the Berliner Ensemble’s
exuberant and surreal Peter Pan directed by Robert
Wilson; and a South Korean musical adaptation of
classic Greek tragedy, The Chorus; Oedipus.

University graduate Delia Pak, 23, who caught
two shows, loved Peter Pan, a visually spectacular
production that carried the edge of the experimental
due to its director Robert Wilson, known for his
genre-bending and occasionally baffling work.

She said: “I enjoyed the production immensely. It
was so surreal, I felt like I was in dreamland, or

rather, Neverland. The cast, costumes, music by the
live band, props and stage effects were amazing.”

Public servant Joel Tee, 27, bought tickets to five
shows even though he did not recognise many of the
featured artists.

He says: “Part of the attraction for me was a bit of
a fringe element to some of the works – they try to
push conventions. Some of the artists may not be as

well known but I approached this in the sense of
looking for something new.”

There were productions, however, that did not do
as well as the others. Listen To The 20th Century, a
series of four concerts by the London Sinfonietta
which took audiences on a journey through 20th-cen-
tury music, had concert halls about two-thirds full.

Ong felt that music audiences here seemed “less
heterogeneous” than their theatre counterparts,
noting that audiences were more “resistant” to
experimental new music, being more accustomed to
the classics of the 17th to 19th century.

But a generally bolder approach to choosing shows
to watch seems to be a reflection of the increasingly
sophisticated tastes of the Singapore public, who are
not always opting for more straightforward linear
narratives or Broadway-type musicals.

Theatre director Alvin Tan, 51, founder of The
Necessary Stage, felt the festival was “very well
curated, with a sharper artistic focus that made it
more relevant to the arts community”.

He adds: “It had things that were adventurous,
but somehow also had cachet with the arts commu-
nity. In the past, people always talked about how the
festival should have something for everyone. But it
was still not thematically tight, whereas this festival
had a target audience for more experimental and
more arty stuff which was accessible as well.”

He cited arts giants such as Robert Wilson and
The Wooster Group who would reel in those who
had followed their works as well as new audiences
drawn by their name and influence.

Not all was rosy at first for the festival. Its future
was momentarily cast in shadow following a tumultu-
ous public spat in March between Ms Lee Chor Lin,
chief executive of Arts House Limited, which organis-
es the festival, and Ong. He had criticised the way
she operated as CEO, compounded by disputes over
the format of the festival brochures. This seems to
have blown over as the festival proceeded smoothly.

During the course of the festival, which opened on
Aug 12, there were also some questions raised over

its format and programming.
A review of Sambaso by Chinese-language daily

Lianhe Zaobao expressed the disgruntled opinion
that the festival seemed to be heavy on “foreign tradi-
tional arts” and too light on the “local or Chinese
traditional arts”, and challenged the festival to take
a stand on the matter. It added that Sambaso
brought “a calm and forceful Eastern wind” into a
festival that “seemed to favour Western work”.

In response, Ong says: “One of the big questions
is – what is the relevance of the festival today? For
me, it may not be about providing a diet, not some-
thing along the cultures of Singapore, not so much
along the lines of a mass spectacular. But maybe

something more introspective, something quieter.
“It’s like wanting to have a reading room, or a

place where you can sit down and chat with a friend
and not necessarily go to a very loud and noisy bar.
The festival allows that kind of possibility, a much
more intimate space that audiences come to and
they can find themselves in this material rather than
just being dragged along by the public.”

He feels such an approach sits well in a busy
period that also saw the crowd-pleasing Singapore
Night Festival – which drew 500,000 people over
two weekends in August – and the Esplanade’s Pesta
Raya – Malay Festival of Arts competing for the
attention of artsgoers. In that vein, he does not think

the Singapore International Festival of Arts should
be duplicating the work of existing festivals.

He says: “I think there’s something for everyone,
but maybe the issue is that we have to continue to
communicate with more Singaporeans to allow them
to cross the border, to realise that, yes, art is there as
a unifying factor.”

All things considered, the festival seems to have
been egalitarian and careful to check the boxes
across genres (dance, theatre, performance art,
music), mixing the traditional with the cutting edge.
It included countries whose work does not frequent
Singapore as often, such as Belgium, South Africa
and Iran, with big names (Berliner Ensemble and The
Wooster Group) featured alongside smaller outfits
and less familiar artists. It also made sure to give the
marginalised a voice, such as those with mental
disabilities, the LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender) community and political asylum
seekers.

Regular festivalgoer Jean Tsai, in her 50s, who
saw 10 out of the 12 shows this year, felt “the dance
category offered fewer choices than in the past and
the works were not as specta-
cular”.

But the marketing consultant
felt the curatorial direction was
strong: “The selection of per-
formances brought us back to
the earlier years of the festival,
which put on cutting-edge
works by excellent companies.
We’re getting, for example, one
of the biggies of theatre, The
Wooster Group, which was
never seen here before.”

New York-based The Woost-
er Group’s Cry, Trojans! was
one of several works that
severely divided audience
members. Dozens walked out
during intermissions, while
others stayed to wrestle with its content. Festival
opener Facing Goya, which Ong directed, was also a
polarising work.

“The less said, the better,” the Wall Street
Journal wrote after the opera’s Spoleto Festival
debut, adding that the text was “set to stupefyingly
banal music that sounded like bad Philip Glass and
came to the far-from-original conclusion that the
art gene cannot and should not be identified,
quantified or reproduced”.

The Financial Times, however, which attended
the show at the Victoria Theatre, heaped high praise
on the production in a five-star review, declaring
that the opera “has found an entirely new level of
resonance”.

But even if audiences and critics differed over the
presentation of a work, there was no doubt that
production standards were high. Performing arts
academic Charlene Rajendran, 50, caught 11 of the 12
productions and says: “The quality of the shows was
good. Even if I didn’t like everything I saw, they
were of high professional standard and had an

interesting approach to art-making.”
The revamped festival’s lengthier six-week run

prompted remarks from some that the festival buzz
had been dissipated; the creation of a Festival Village
or fringe-type events running concurrently in
previous years had given the festival a more obvious
downtown presence. But there were others who
appreciated the calmer pace of the festival, which
gave them the space to watch multiple productions
without missing out on others.

Ong says he was looking for a different festival
model that would allow busy Singaporeans to carve
out time for shows. He says: “In many older festivals
that I attended, many friends would say, ‘there are
so many things I had to miss because I just couldn’t
get there’. I know that the work space of Singa-
porean life is very intense.”

Next year, audiences’ cravings for local and
South-east Asian work will be satisfied with a festival
edition dedicated to “Post-Empire”, taking note of
Singapore’s former status as a British colony and dove-
tailing with the country’s Golden Jubilee celebrations.

Ong has commissioned at least 12 productions,
with about $2.5 million disbursed
on home-grown work.

Those picked include dance
pioneers Goh Lay Kuan and Santha
Bhaskar’s Bhaskars Arts Academy;
comedian Kumar; the T’ang Quar-
tet; theatre groups Cake Theatrical
Productions, Teater Ekamatra,
Wild Rice and Drama Box, as well
as Lasalle College of the Arts,
whose students will work with
Wang Chong, artistic director of
Beijing experimental theatre group
Theatre du Reve Experimental.

Ong’s own six-hour durational
performance, titled The Singapore-
ans, a sprawling installation
featuring 30 new Singapore
citizens, will be part of the festival

too.
Putting his own work in, he says, is similar to

many European festival models such as Germany’s
Ruhrtriennale or France’s Avignon Festival, where
festival directors are often arts practitioners as well.
He says: “For me, it’s a good move to move towards
that kind of transparency. You put yourself on the
same line as all the other artists that you’re curating.

“Once you put yourself in the mix, it also means
that you are actually accountable. And you start to
express with passion... and the passion starts to
emerge in the season itself as well.”

But he is quick to shift the focus away from him-
self, saying of this year’s festival: “My main inten-
tion is to make art a part of everyday life for Singapo-
reans. We brought in the pinnacle of international
art and whether you like or dislike it, you know
you’re watching different events of high quality.”

corriet@sph.com.sg

Follow Corrie Tan on Twitter @CorrieTan

Send your views on the arts festival to stlife@sph.com.sg

Mr Robin Khor, 21,
student at the
Royal Central
School of Speech
and Drama at the
University of
London

“I came from Malaysia
to watch the festival
here for the first time. I liked what I
saw, but I am also interested to see and
learn more about the work by artists
based in Singapore. I look forward to
more local content that addresses issues
current to Singapore and what the
artists here have to offer.”

Dr Charlene
Rajendran, 50,
assistant professor
of visual and
performing arts,
National Institute
of Education

“Shows such as Peter
Pan, Cry, Trojans!,
Sambaso and Nikhil Chopra’s Give Me
Your Blood And I Will Give You Free-
dom offered thought-provoking ways of
thinking about the classics. There was
an aesthetic, political logic in the pro-
gramme and it was the first time this fes-
tival has made an impact on me through
its strong curatorial direction.”

Ms Delia Pak, 23,
recent university
graduate

“Listen To The 20th
Century’s No More
Rules, by the Lon-
don Sinfonietta, was
amazing in captur-
ing the essence of
the music. I was fascinated by the
sounds created as they were new to me,
very abstract and modern. I could appre-
ciate the music, but someone else in the
audience found it boring, probably
because it was uncommon music that
most people are not accustomed to.
Much like art, music is very subjective.”

Ms Chong Ling
Ying, 23, finance
professional

“I think it’s good that
we had a wide range
of acts that included
more avant-garde
productions like
Facing Goya. Tickets
for the more popular shows sold out
very quickly, so it might have been nice
to do more shows for those where high
demand is expected. I can’t remember
ever attending the Singapore Arts
Festival, but I think the branding and
design have improved a lot.”

Ms Fezhah Maznan,
29, polytechnic
lecturer

“It’s very different
from the previous festi-
val. In (former festival
director) Goh Ching
Lee’s time, there were
very big performances,
and some very unknown ones. But this
one had celebrities of the performing
arts world. I was really excited about
that and I think by hitting the reset but-
ton, this is one of the best ways to re-
start and reintroduce the festival.”

Corrie Tan, Lisabel Ting and Huang Lijie

1 Loveliest leading man award
While Ms FP had a fabulous time feasting her

eyes on the festival’s visual effects, we must admit
that eye candy comes in many shapes and forms.
The best types of shows, of course, are those that
also boast luscious leading men.

It’s a three-way tie between the gorgeously
precise Mansai Nomura (Sambaso), the lithe and
limber Sabin Tambrea (Peter Pan), and the swoon-
ingly macho Hae Soo Park (The Chorus; Oedipus).
All of them practically had us eating out of their
hands as they sang, pranced and, ahem, flexed their
performing chops. Now, if only they would all
accept the award from me in person...

2 Magnetic leading lady award
Why to me, of course! But Ms FP acknowledges

she was outdone in the charisma sweepstakes by
Kate Valk (Cry, Trojans!) and Julia Hausermann
(Disabled Theater). The slim, sinewy Valk – who
has been with influential New York performance
company The Wooster Group since its founding in
the mid-1970s – gave the “heroine” Cressida a
sexual rapaciousness and moral ambiguity, traits
which send a thrill down Ms FP’s little spine.
Hausermann was all bodacious attitude with her
pelvic thrusts a la Michael Jackson.

3 The “garang” audience member award
I would never go camping – glamping is much

more my style.
And so this award would have to go to the shock-

ingly dedicated couple who stayed overnight –
complete with futon, blanket and pillows – at
performance artist Nikhil Chopra’s 50-hour Give

Me Your Blood And I Will Give You Freedom.
I’ll give you some of my time, but never all of it,

and certainly not my beauty sleep. My gift to this
couple is my eternal admiration. Ms FP isn’t easily
impressed, so treasure this award before I take it
away from you.

4 Most anxiety-inducing show award
It is not often that a show leaves me all fretful,

but Iranian playwright Amir Reza Koohestani and
the Mehr Theater Group managed to frazzle my
feelers with Amid The Clouds.

When the lights came on, Ms FP saw the actors
fully submerged in clear tanks of water. Just watch-
ing them made me hold my breath too, and when
they finally burst through the surface of the water, I
let out a huge sigh of relief.

Mid-way through the show, leading man Hassan
Madjooni had me all abuzz again when he lathered
up and shakily took a straight razor to his barely
there beard. Sitting in the front row, Ms FP could

hear every scrape and snick as the blade ran over his
skin. My poor nerves cannot take much more!

5 Most awkward bouquet reception award
I looooove flowers. They nourish my proboscis

– I know, I know, it’s an odd protuberance, but it’s
how I get my nectar fix. Some performers didn’t
seem to like flowers all that much, though, or were
horrified by them, as if this post-show bouquet-
dispersing procession were some sort of awful
appendage to an otherwise brilliant production.

This seemed to be the case when the fanatically
disciplined Wooster Group were taking their
curtain call for Cry, Trojans! While they were
loping off the stage, lithely and blithely, festival
director Ong Keng Sen loped onto the stage with
armfuls of fresh blooms, air kissing all the Trojan
warriors present, who looked like they would much
rather sink into the floor instead. Next time, just
give me a buzz and I’ll collect all your bouquets for
you, free of charge. I’ll even air kiss Keng Sen 20
times. That’s how much I love flowers.

Actor Hae Soo Park (far right) in The Chorus;
Oedipus, a South Korean musical adaptation
of the classic Greek tragedy, one of four
sold-out productions, but festival opener
Facing Goya (above), directed by festival
director Ong Keng Sen, was a polarising work.
PHOTOS: TUCKYS PHOTOGRAPHY, JULIA LYNN

The rebranded Singapore International Festival of Arts won praise for the high standards
of its avant garde productions, though a few shows divided audiences

Magnetic leading ladies include Julia
Hausermann (Disabled Theater, left) and
Kate Valk (Cry, Trojans!, above). PHOTOS:
KEVIN LEE/SIFA, WOOSTER GROUP
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Amid The Clouds, a meditative piece focusing on
two Iranian exiles, was another sold-out show.
PHOTO: FRED FRUMBERG

“We brought in
the pinnacle of

international art
and whether you
like or dislike it,
you know you’re

watching
different events
of high quality.”
Festival director Ong Keng Sen

The Wooster
Group’s

Cry, Trojans!
and Facing Goya
were polarising
works. Dozens

walked out during
intermissions of

Cry, Trojans!

Sold-out
shows
included
Sambaso,
a Japanese
traditional
showcase
starring
Mansai
Nomura
(above right)
and Peter
Pan (left) by
the Berliner
Ensemble
and directed
by Robert
Wilson.
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