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Are there
too many
arts events
in Spore?

Dip in attendance at ticketed events raises
questions about the increasingly crowded

calendar and competi

Melissa Sim

Assistant Life Editor

Supersized puppets in the form of
prehistoric creatures battled aliens
onthelawn of the National
Museum as part of the Singapore
Night Festival 2016, as throngs of
festival-goers gathered to watch
the spectacle unfold overhead.

Freearts and culture events, such
as this, attracted a record
attendance of 9.2 millionlastyear -
afive-yearhigh - according to
statistics from the Singapore
Cultural Statistics 2017 report,
released last week.

Inisolation, the data could
indicate a growing appetite forarts
and cultural events here, but the
reportalso showed adip in
attendanceat ticketed performing
artsevents.

This raises the question of
whether there are just too many
shows hereandif free shows are
starting to cannibalise paid
performances.

TOO MANY EVENTS,
TOOLITTLETIME

Inthearts community and among
arts-goers, the general sentiment is
that “there are too many events and
festivals in Singapore”, said Ms
Audrey Wong, head of the school of
creative industries at Lasalle
College of the Arts.

Non-ticketed performingarts
activitiesreached an all-time high
ofabout 5,900 last year - about
1,000 more than in 2015. However,
attendanceat such non-ticketed
artsand cultural events hovered
around 2.8 million for both years.

This shows that more free events
donotnecessarily translate into
higherattendance figures.

Aspokesman for the Ministry of

ion for attention.

Culture, Community and Youth
(MCCY) said this could be because
some of the activities last year were
smaller and “held at more intimate
spaces”.

Another explanation could
simply be thataudiences havea
finiteamountof time and thus not
enough bandwidth for so many arts
activities.

Ms Wong, a former Nominated
Member of Parliament for thearts,
said: “With so many events
competing for our attention, it’s
obvious thatit’s getting harder for
producers, promoters, venues and
artsgroups toreach their
audiences. Many shows aren’t
reaching people who might be
interested, because these people
don’treceive the information in
time. This is one reason why
‘smaller’ shows aren’tachieving
good ticket sales.”

According to thereport,
attendance at ticketed performing
arts events dropped from 1.94
millionin 2015 to 1.81 million last
year, despitean increase in such
events.

There was alsoa corresponding
dip in gross takings from ticket
sales, from $121 million in2015 to
$89million last year.

And the competition for
attention is notjust amongarts
events, say practitioners and
administrators.

“There are also many other
sources of entertainment which are
competing for people’s time and
attention,” said Esplanade chief
executive officer Benson Puah.

“This includes the ever-growing
number of video streaming
services, both paid and free, and the
fact that people can easily access
these in the comfort of their homes
or on-the-go on their mobile
devices.”

Heexpressed concern that with
somany distractions, people may
not “engage with theartsatall”.

Another downside of having too
many eventsis that the branding
for each gets diluted.

“People get confused about what
event they areattending,” said Ms
Wong.

Examplesinclude the Civic
District Outdoor Festivaland the
Singapore Night Festival, which
were both held in August this year.

There are hopes that such events
will create vibrancy and revitalise
spaces and districts in Singapore,
throughaprocess called
“place-making”, which broadly
refers to planning, designingand
managing public spaces to promote
well-being, including a greater
senseof identity.

This buzzword was bandied
about at the annual conference of
the Culture Academy Singapore,
where the Singapore Cultural
Statistics werereleased last week.

Minister for Culture, Community
and Youth Grace Fu, who spokeat
the conference, said that “through

place-making, we have
transformed some of our majestic
historic buildings and given them a
new lease oflife”, bringing up
examples such as the National
Gallery Singapore, which used tobe
the old Supreme Courtand City
Halland The Arts House, which
was Singapore’s first Parliament
House.

Sheadded that “place-making
can create common spaces for
people togather, shareand
understand their experiences”.

Butmany are worried that when
the funding dries up for some of
these place-making efforts, so too
will the activities and the vibrancy
that was seemingly there.

Ms Wongsaid: “Place-making
isn’tjustabout having more and

s~

moreactivities in one geographic
location; it has to go beyond that.”

Ms Fuacknowledged that to
sustain such efforts, itis important
toinclude stakeholdersand the
communityand rightly questioned
if more “co-creation” could be
facilitated.

As opposed to organising more
festivals which are somewhat alike,
which people have no stake in, Ms
Wong points out that what might
have greater value are festivals that
have sprungup for specific
purposes toengage a targeted
audience.

Silver Arts, for example, isan
annual festival, organised by the
National Arts Council, thataims to
integrate the arts into the lifestyles
of seniors.

This year’s festival took place
over four weeks in September and
42,000 are estimated tohave
attended the programmes.

VALUE OF FREE PERFORMANCES
While it could be interpreted that
free showsare pulling audiences
away from ticketed shows, MCCY
said there is no evidence at present
tosuggest arelationship between
the number of non-ticketed
activitiesand ticketed attendances.

“Both ticketed and non-ticketed
performances contribute to the
vibrancy and sustainability of our
artsand culture sector and help
engage more people througharts
and culture,” the ministry’s
spokesman added.

Mr Chng Hak-Peng, chief
executive officer of the Singapore
Symphony Group which manages
the Singapore Symphony
Orchestraamongother groups,
believes that free concertsand
regular subscription concerts
attract different audiences, or even
the same audiences whoare
looking for different experiences.

“For instance, interactivity and
making the repertoireaccessible
are some of the key considerations
for free concerts,” he said.

Ontheother hand, “akeen
concert-goer will still pay to enjoy a
fuller concert experience in terms
ofacoustics, scale and star billing” -
for example, artists such as cellist
Yo-yoMaor pianist Lang Lang.

“Because of the different
experience and audiences, I don’t
think there s cannibalisation of
onebythe other,”added Mr Chng.

He said the clear advantage of
presentinga free performance is
“toreachawider audienceand to
allowpeople to enjoy the orchestra
inadifferent format”.

The high quality of free events
couldalso boost the overall quality
ofartistic offerings here, which
would bea win for both audiences
and the arts community as a
whole.

At the Esplanade, 70 per centof
the programmes are non-ticketed.
Mr Puah said free programmes
provideaplatform for artist

development.

Headded that these are curated
programmes of good quality and
have, therefore, become
“aspirational performance
platforms for young artists who
wish to perform at the centre and
encourage them to better their
standards”.

As towhether those who attend
free events would ultimately
graduate to become part of the
ticket-wielding crowd, the jury is
stillout.

Ms Wong said “amore
sophisticated grasp of why and how
people make choices about what
showsand events toattend”is
needed and “only then can we
devise better strategies to build
audiences”.

Yetothersare convinced that
people willgraduate tobecoming
paying audience members.

Mr Puah said: “As people become
moreaccustomed to engaging with
the arts and their arts appetite
grows, we believe that they will also
be more open tootherarts
experiences, which could include
ticketed performances.”

“Artis valuable tosociety,and I
believe that society will learn to
value that art,” added Mr Chng.

May the numbers bear this out in
the years to come.
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