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REVIEW / THEATRE

ANAK MELAYU
Teater Kami
Malay Heritage Centre/Last Friday 

Akshita Nanda

When Noor Effendy Ibrahim wrote 
and  staged  Anak  Melayu  (Malay  
Child) for Teater Kami in 1992, the 
graphic language and sexually ex-
plicit performance shocked viewers 
so much that the Criminal Investiga-
tion Department had to look into 
the matter.

Nearly  30  years  later,  older  
theatregoers  are  used  to  various  
styles  of  performance.  Director  
Adib Kosnan, who was too young to 
watch the first staging, uses visuals 
and sounds instead to enhance the 

emotional  punch  of  the  script  in  
this production.

Rap  blares  defiance  as  six  
teenagers, played by Tysha Khan, 
Fadhil Daud, Amirah Yahya, Mastu-
rah Oli, Hafiz Hanafi and Mish’aal 
Syed Nasar, appear in an outdoor 
location constructed of cardboard. 
The material is associated with the 
poorest  in  Singapore,  who  often  
make a living from recycling scraps. 

Cardboard  covers  every  stage  
element, from streetlights to skate-
board  to  park  bench,  pointedly  
illustrating where these characters 
exist in the social hierarchy. 

The cast wears pure white – at 
first glowing against the beige back-
ground, challenging the poverty of 
their setting.  But as the narrative 
continues,  charcoal  wielded  by  a  
struggling artist smears and dark-
ens  the  purity  of  the  characters’  

clothes.  Life grinds away at their  
potential, leaving them almost indis-
tinguishable  from  the  impover-
ished setting at the end.

Anak Melayu, which ended its run 
last Saturday, was all  too relevant 
despite the age of the production. 
Effendy’s script screams rage and 
this  cast  embodies  a  suppressed,  
despairing  anger  that  so  many  
adults would easily file away as the 
behaviour  of  “bad”  kids  who  are  
beyond all hope. 

But  are  they  indeed?  Why  are  
they the way they are? 

The  artist  (a  riveting  Mish’aal)  
scribbles  away in  a  desperate  at-
tempt to make sense of his origins 
and come to terms with his future. 

The  self-styled  leader  of  the  
group, Joe (Fadhil), is always ready 
for a fight and to drag others down 
to his level because that is the only 

way he can accept his own power-
lessness  in  the  larger  scheme  of  
things.

The women are reduced to their 
sexuality, but are not pitiful. Their 
bodies  are  weapons  and  will  be  
deployed to cement their position 
in this social hierarchy.

All  six  characters are desperate 

for connection and also snarl if any 
of the others point out their vulnera-
bility. 

Attempts are made by the oldest, 
Liza (a  competent  and believable  
Amirah), to protect the others, but 
in the end,  she gives up in silent 
acceptance  of  the  futility  of  her  
attempts. 

Lights dim as the youngest, Yati 
(well  played by Tysha),  takes her 
first taste of a cigarette and no one 
stops her. The despair is palpable, 
the  rage  rising  in  the  audience’s  
hearts.  Someone  should  have  
stepped in to help this child. 

She is everyone’s child, not some-
one else’s problem.

Desiree Loh 

At the ArtScience Museum, visitors 
can  use  artificial  intelligence  to  
transform  animals  made  up  of  

plastic blocks into animated charac-
ters. 

The animals include endangered 
South-east  Asian  wildlife  such  as  
orangutans and Javan rhinoceroses.

Illustrator  Andre  Wee,  29,  de-
signed the digital versions of these 
creatures for this year’s MeshMinds 
2.0:  ArtxTechforGood  art  exhibi-
tion, which opens on Thursday. 

He says: “I hope that by having a 
hand in the creation of this artwork, 
visitors can gain a sense of owner-
ship of these animals.”

Organised  by  The  MeshMinds  
Foundation, the second edition of 
the technology-driven  art  exhibi-

tion will feature about 20 immer-
sive artworks and experiences by 
more than 25 artists, with a focus on 
environmental sustainability.

Ms Kay Vasey, founder of not-for-
profit  arts  outfit  The  MeshMinds  
Foundation,  says:  “We  want  to  
tackle  global  challenges  from  an  
Asian perspective. If we always talk 
about it from the perspective of the 
West, where are the Asian voices?”

For  Lasalle  College  of  the  Arts  
undergraduate  Yashini  Renga-
nathan,  29,  the  exhibition  is  a  
chance for her to zoom in on light 
pollution  with  her  3D  printed  
artwork, Sabaism. 

Light pollution refers to the exces-
sive brightening of the night sky by 
artificial lighting.

Singapore had the highest rate of 
light pollution in the world in 2016, 
but the issue is rarely discussed, she 
says. 

She used a light meter to record 
luminosity levels at the brightly lit 
Helix Bridge and the darker Pung-
gol Park, then transformed the data 
into two 3D printed figures. 

She says: “People can’t touch or 
feel light pollution, so I wanted to 
show them what it could look like 
by making physical representations 
of the data.”

Likewise, illustrator Adeline Tan, 
35, aims to make the issue of respon-
sible consumption and production 
more tangible through the immer-
sive virtual reality game Water Bod-
ies. 

Visitors will be transported into a 
virtual human stomach populated 
by tiny marine creatures and micro-
plastics. They will have one minute 
to shoot as many of the pollutants 
to  find  out  their  origins,  which  
range from plastic bags to cigarette 
buds. 

A  scoreboard  at  the  end  will  
reveal the largest plastic offender, 
along  with  tips  to  reduce  their  

usage.
Tan was drawn to the issue of plas-

tic  pollution  after  reading  a  BBC  
article last year which reported that 
microplastics were in 93 per cent of 
bottled water in countries such as 
the United States.

“Plastic pollution is not just in the 
sea  or  landfills  and  it’s  not  just  
choking seagulls. 

“I wanted to show that this is not 
a  distant  problem  and  our  trash  
could even already be in us in the 
form of microplastics,” she said.

desloh@sph.com.sg

The cast are 
dressed in white, 
but as the 
narrative 
continues, 
charcoal wielded 
by a struggling 
artist smears 
and darkens 
the purity of 
the characters’ 
clothes. PHOTO: 

TEATER KAMI

Issues of poverty, sexuality 
still relevant 30 years later 

Delve into 
Still Life

Hear Life reporters (from left) Melissa Sim, 
Boon Chan and Akshita Nanda on the ST podcast. 
ST PHOTO: JAN LEE

arts

Tune  in  to  ST  podcast  Life  Picks,  where  Life  
reporters highlight the best films, concerts, restau-
rants and arts events. 

This week, we chat about theatre production 
Still Life by Checkpoint Theatre, which runs till 
Sunday. 

SCAN TO LISTEN
http://str.sg/oabn

NEW  YORK  • Dogs  play  cameo  
roles in some of  the West’s  most 
iconic  paintings,  yet  man’s  best  
friend  has  arguably  gotten  short  
shrift in the global museum hierar-
chy.

But a museum addition in Manhat-
tan restores  the animals  to  what  
canine afficionados will  no doubt 
view as their rightful place at the 
centre of the picture.

The American Kennel Club’s Mu-
seum of the Dog, which opened last 
month in midtown Manhattan, con-
tains  a  smorgasbord  of  works  of  
varying aesthetic  ambition,  along  
with interactive displays.

The  collection  comprises  more  
than 2,000 paintings, photos, sculp-
tures and artefacts, and includes a 
healthy supply of works that docu-
ment what the ancestors of today’s 
pets looked like in the 19th century 
and earlier. These include the skele-
ton of Belgrade Joe, a Fox Terrier 
that died in 1888 and is seen as a 
seminal figure in that breed’s evolu-
tion.

Some works are photograph-like 
depictions of breeds that will  ap-
peal to dog-showing professionals.

Mr Alan Fausel, the museum’s ex-
ecutive director, who specialised in 
canine  art  with  private  auction  
houses before being hired to lead 
the museum last year, said: “They 
look at the painting as they would a 
show dog and they critique it that 
way – by the anatomy, the way it’s 
built and so forth. There’s nothing 
about how it was rendered or any-
thing like that.

“The average person will be inter-
ested  in  things  that  have  some  
action, some activity, some narra-

tive content.” 
Paintings of dogs evolved from 

pre-Victorian depictions that em-
phasised carnal aggression to 19th-
century  portraiture  to  20th-cen-
tury works that anthropomorphise 
the  creatures  once  photography  
largely obviated more naturalistic 
works, according to Mr Fausel.

The museum itself dates to 1982, 
when it was first established in New 
York before relocating in 1987 to 
St Louis,  where  it  stayed  for  37  
years in the sleepy outskirts of the 
midwestern city.

The move to New York, which is 

home to myriad collections ranging 
from  the  Museum  of  Sex  to  the  
Tenement Museum to the Metro-
politan Museum and other presti-
gious attractions, gives the collec-
tion more prominence. 

The  collection  includes  depic-
tions of Millie, the English springer 
spaniel  that  lived  in  the  White  
House as the pet of late American 
president George  H.W.  Bush  and  
wife Barbara, as well as Silent Sor-
row, a poignant rendering of King 
Edward VII’s fox terrier mourning 
its master’s sudden death that may 
remind  viewers  of  Sully,  the  

labrador retriever which went viral 
last year after he was photographed 
sleeping next to Mr Bush’s coffin.

The museum features interactive 
displays, including a rather tongue-
in-cheek one that helps visitors dis-
cover which breed they most resem-
ble and advice on training, as well 
as a sample of some 15,000 docu-
ments contained in a canine library.

The museum is targeting perhaps 
100,000 visitors in its first year, but 
Mr  Fausel  expects  to  organise  a  
series of special exhibits that could 
potentially have broad appeal. 
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

Art exhibition at 
ArtScience Museum 
features immersive 
artworks focusing 
on environmental 
sustainability

In the immersive 
virtual reality 
game Water 
Bodies, visitors 
are transported 
into a virtual 
human stomach 
and have one 
minute to 
shoot as many 
pollutants as 
possible. PHOTO: 

THE MESHMINDS 
FOUNDATION

Using 
technology 
to spotlight 
pollution

Dogs have 
their day at 
revived NY 
museum

BOOK IT / MESHMINDS 2.0: 
ARTXTECHFORGOOD

WHERE: ArtScience Museum, 6 Bayfront Avenue

WHEN: Thursday to March 17, 10am to 7pm 
(last admission at 6pm)

ADMISSION: Free

INFO: Go to www.meshminds.com

A giant dog 
sculpture in 
The American 
Kennel Club’s 
Museum of 
the Dog. 
PHOTO: AGENCE 
FRANCE-PRESSE 
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