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2001 — the start of a new millennium — will see an important milestone in the progress of
theatrical arts in Singapore. The publication of Theatre Lifel: A History of English Language
Theatre in Singapore through The Straits Times (1958-2000), is a significant contribution to

Singapore theatre, society and culture.

Singapore Press Holdings (SPH) is proud to sponsor the first publication of this special

book written in true journalistic stvle, especially appealing to the widening audience and
participants of local English drama. Providing a comprehensive and insightful account of
events and personalities, it sets the stage for a new surge of creative energies in the
development of Singapore theatre.

Working hand-in-hand with the professional Straits Times Life! team on this project, we are
honoured to share their vision of showcasing and recognising the commitment and progress of
the Singapore theatre community.

With a nation endeavouring to fulfill the standards of an international arts hub and
Renaissance City, SPH plays its part as a sponsor and supporter of literary programmes. These
include the NAC-SPH Golden Point Award for short story writing and poetry, the'Singapore
Writers® Festival, the Singapore Yéung Dramatists Award and TheatreWorks’ Writers’ Lab to
nurture playwriting talents.

A long-standing Distinguished Patron of the Arts, SPH as corporate citizen is also involved
in educational initiatives towards wildlife and nature conservation, cultural activities in the
promotion of language literacy, school sports for youths, and other charitable efforts aimed at

fostering a stronger sense of community spirif and ties.




TISA NG

An appreciation of one’s own history is a function of maturity.

In youth, when we are discovering the world around us and are interested mainly in testing
ourselves and stretching our abilities, the focus tends to be on action and on getting things
done. As a nation that is still young, we have short memaories in Singapore. We lack an
awareness of our own history, and do not appreciate the vélue of understanding it. We are
constantly rushing to complete the next project, secure the next contract, deliver on the next
deadline and make the next profit. Naturally, this is not conducive for reflecting on the past
and analysing how we have got here from there. If we look back at all, it is usually only in the
context of planning for the next upcoming event: how to make it bigger, better, and even more
effective or more impactful.

In the rush towards new achievements and greater success, or simply preoccupied by the
struggle to survive, we do not have time to dwell on what has gone before. The desire to .
understand our past, and to tease out the strands that have become woven into the fabric of
our present, remains nascent. Intellectual curiosity.and academic understanding are qualities
that we have yet to learn to cherish. It is .possible that we will not, until we see pragmatic

justification for the time and effort, or reach an understanding of the significance of these

qualities as we mature as a community. Until this hapbens, we are likely to remain ignorant of

many aspects our short history.
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Importance of
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The Straits Times used to print his resume so
colonial society would know how his hockey-
playing skills or love of theatre could be
deployed. If he was theatre-mad, the officer
would find himself shanghaied by a civilian
drama group like The Stage Club or servicemen
groups like the Changi Theatre Club, Seletar
Theatre Club and the Naval Base Drama Group.
It was amateur drama in the best of British
tradition. According to the Free Press, during
the officer’s off-duty hours, he would be
painting sets, making costumes or spouting
lines from Oscar Wilde. These activities usually
took place with much enthusiasm and spirit in a
clubhouse setting. Alcohol and a good deal of

merry-making often followed afterwards.
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In the 1950s, Singapore English drama was
essentially British drama. Apart from the British
expatriate groups, the circle of English drama
enthusiasts was small, for the simple reason that
not many Singaporeans were fluent in English to
begin with. Before self-government in 1959 led
to the increasing standardisation of education,
each ethnic community had its own school
system, with its own medium of instruction.* In
1950, for example, only 39.6% of schools aided
by public funds and 33.5% of private schools
used English as a medium of instruction.? There
were also few English-educated university
graduates. In 1955, the University of Malaya
(founded in 1949 in Singapore) had only 424
Singaporean students, compared to the 350

students in the Chinese-medium Nanyang
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SCRIPT: GROUNDBREAKING PLAY

HISTORY: CAMPUS DRAMA
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The first Youth Drama and Music Festival
organised by the Singapore Teachers' Union.

Singapore Arts Theatre founded by Donald Moore,

FEB: Traditional Asian dramas in English at Raffles
Society festival.

Malayan adaptation of Moliere play.
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