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life arts

Folk songs from an island city

The Teng Ensemble brings
to life familiar tunes of
yesteryear with the use of visuals,
poetry and dance
Nur Asyiqin Mohamad Salleh
The Teng Ensemble dips into the
well of Singapore’s heritage and
musical memory, resurrecting lullabies and folk songs from years gone
by for its concert, Stories From An
Island City.
The show, which will be held on
Aug 12 at the Esplanade Concert
Hall, unites music, dance and film
under the direction of theatre and
film heavyweight Glen Goei.
It features 10 original compositions – all given the ensemble’s
East-meets-West treatment –
infused with the motifs of familiar
tunes such as Di Tanjong Katong
and Munnaeru Vaalibaa.
“While not all of them originate
from Singapore, many of these
pieces play an important role in
forming and shaping the cultural
identity of many Singaporeans,
young and old,” says the ensemble’s

pipa player Samuel Wong, 33.
The connection some young
Singaporeans have with these
songs is fading.
And so, says Wong, “we hope to
introduce these songs back to the
modern day and to reinvent
material from our heritage to make
them relevant for contemporary
society”.
The six-man ensemble, which
was established in 2009, is made up
of Wong, sheng player Yang Ji Wei,
cellist Gerald Teo, sound artist
Huang Peh Linde, James Fernando
on guitar and countertenor Phua Ee
Kia.
Since its start, it has made its
name putting a contemporary spin
on traditional music and marrying
the sounds of Eastern and Western
instruments.
It is, after all, out to “rework,
innovate, update and redefine traditional music” and to spark a passion
for Singapore music for generations
to come, says Wong.
The ensemble got a nod from
Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong,
who, during the National Day Rally
last year, praised it for creating
“something uniquely Singapore”.
The 10 pieces in the concert were
written by the ensemble’s

composer-in-residence Chow Jun
Yi, in collaboration with Huang,
who puts the group’s contemporary
stamp on the works by adding
electronic beats and soundscapes.
By merging certain songs, the
ensemble was able to spin a variety
of stories with each work.
One piece, Departures, is inspired
by lost love and lingering memories
– themes evoked by the two Malay
songs it features, the lullaby
Suriram and Osman Ahmad’s evergreen Di Tanjong Katong.
Another, titled Childhood, harks
back to those carefree days with
tunes such as San Lun Che (The
Tricycle), Ni Wa Wa (Mud Doll),
Burung Kakak Tua (The Cockatoo
Bird) and Ikan Kekek (The Silver
Belly Bream Fish).
Wong says the ensemble wanted
to weave a full story through these
10 pieces – a task that required
much coordination, theatrical
direction and choreography.
Goei, with his track record in
directing film and stage works, was
the “natural choice” for storyteller.
He interprets the ensemble’s
songs along new dimensions –
dance, video and poetry – alongside
head film-maker Koo Chia Meng
and choreographer Aaron Khek.

Goei wanted the concert to weave
a seamless narrative of Singapore’s
heritage, culture and communities.
“What I’m excited about is the use
of multi-disciplinary art forms in
the concert that showcase some of
Singapore’s cultural heritage. This
allows us to present the greater
Singapore story,” says the
53-year-old.
“The challenge comes in trying to
put together 10 individual pieces
harmoniously as the works are all
rather different. So the use of
visuals, poetry and dance plays an
important role in shaping the concert the way I envisioned it.”
Singapore’s diversity will also be
represented by the rich spread of
talents that will share the stage with
the ensemble.
Among them are contemporary
dancer Ix Wong of the now-defunct
dance troupe Ah Hock and Peng Yu;
Nirmala Seshadri, founder of N
Dance and Yoga; and percussionist
and co-founder of Nadi Singapura
Riduan Zalani.
Ix Wong, who is from Malaysia,
will be creating and dancing in the
vignettes of dance stories with
Nirmala.
“It’s natural for us to come
together as artists. Multi-

disciplinary and multicultural are
just labels,” says the 42-year-old on
how the concert unites different
cultures and disciplines. “My
existence and work can never be
divorced from those ideas as I’m
inspired, influenced and use bits
and pieces of different genres and
tribes.
“I think the beauty of this collaboration with the Teng Ensemble is
that it’s an organic journey. We
come, we play, we dance.”
asyiqins@sph.com.sg
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After painting for more than 50
years, second-generation Singapore artist Wan Soon Kam, 73, is
staging his retrospective exhibition, which will open at ARtrium at
Mica building on Saturday.
The low-profile but prolific
painter, whose last solo show here
was held 32 years ago, is showing 67
works, including oil pieces done in
the 1960s and watercolour and
acrylic works he completed
recently.
But only 23 of them are for sale.
“I still want to keep the rest as
they have been with me all these
years,” says Wan, who became a
full-time painter in 1976 after
working for 15 years as a book illustrator and artist with a publishing
company. The 1961 graduate of
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts
(Nafa) also explains that his show
hopes “to tell my friends and collectors what I have been doing in the
past three decades as I am getting

mixed media, using watercolour,
oil, acrylic and other painting
materials, when he was a book
illustrator.
His good friend and Singapore’s
best-known watercolourist, Ong
Kim Seng, 71, says Wan’s special
technique and use of materials are
unique. In the foreword of a book
published in conjunction with the
exhibition, he describes Wan as a
“master of watercolours with a very
distinctive style who uses subtle
colours to create atmospheric
compositions”.
Ong says of House By The
Mountain, Ipoh, painted in 2009
and among those in the show: “The
subtle green of the great outdoors
offers the viewer a sense of
tranquillity. The row of houses
which forms the focal point of the
painting shows the sleepy rural
abode of the local people. To show
the time of the day, the mist in the
background tells us that it is after
the morning rain.”
What is next for Wan after the
exhibition? “I will still continue to
paint, but this may well be my last
show,” he says.
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WHERE: Esplanade Concert
Hall, 1 Esplanade Drive
WHEN: Aug 12, 7.30pm
ADMISSION: $18 to $38 from
Sistic, excludes booking fees
(call 6348-5555 or go to
www.sistic.com.sg)

Evoking tranquillity with colours
on in years and may not have many
more years to paint”.
He was encouraged to go into
painting full-time after his works
were accepted for show and sale by
the late art English gallery owner
Della Butcher, who promoted many
home-grown artists from the mid1960s until 1993. She died in her
sleep at the age of 70.
“My works were sold very well by
Della, who also took my paintings
overseas for exhibitions,” he
recalls. Though Singapore-born,
Wan went to Hainan, China, when
he was six for his early education
and returned 10 years later to enrol
in Nafa because he wanted to be an
artist.
Well known for his rustic
kampung scenes; landmarks of
cities all over the world he visited;
and tranquil scenes here of mainly
old buildings, he says his growingup years on Hainan island and his
frequent trips to Ipoh, where his
retired music teacher wife of 31
years came from, had a great
influence on him. They have no
children.
He started to experiment with

The Teng
Ensemble
comprises (from
far left) cellist
Gerald Teo,
pipa player
Samuel Wong,
sheng player
Yang Ji Wei,
countertenor
Phua Ee Kia,
guitarist James
Fernando and
sound artist
Huang Peh
Linde.

House By The
Mountain, Ipoh
(far left, 2009)
by Wan Soon
Kam (left) is one
of his works that
will be shown at
the exhibition.
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VIEW IT / WAN SOON KAM
RETROSPECTIVE EXHIBITION
WHERE: ARTrium @ Mica
Building, 140 Hill Street
WHEN: From Saturday to July 20,
11am to 7pm daily
ADMISSION: Free

