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We raise the curtain today on our
series of exclusive excerpts from
Theatre Life!, a book by Life!
writer € 00N on the history of
English-language theatre in
Singapore. The first describes

lh expat theatre in the 1950s

Britis

JUST as the other language
streams looked to theoir ree
spective matherlands for in-
spiratian in developing their
theatre, English druma here
looked 1o British drama and
its playwrights.

It was this enlonisl stran-
glehold that the angry young
men of the Experimental The-
atre Club, founded in 1461,
wild Feact to.

Ay une of ils founder-
members, Robert Inu, 1old
Theatre Life!: “We felt a scnse
of alienation from all those
Gilbert & Sullivan operettas
We didn't want to be another
group of short-legged Chinese
men in Western period cos-
tumes.

A evil servant, Inu would
later beeome the first execu-
tive chairman of the Singa-

pre Ars Centre company
Tom 1952 to 1597,

But the expatriate theatpe
seene inthe 19505 had 1ts awn
unapologetic allure, ranging
from black-tie openings af the
Victoria Theaire to the odd
thespian jewel from Britam,

The height of this waos
obably visiting legend Sir

ohn Giclgud treading the
boards as Hamlet at the Old
Vic in 1946, in a touting pr-
duetion by the Entertatnment
Unit of the Brtish Armed
Forces.

The Stage Club produc-
tions — as many as eight a
year — were vty much social
ovcasions, according to for-
mer member and Straits
Times theatre critic Kale
James.

Senior Singapore govern-
ment officials m the 1960s
would turn up for opening
night black-tir funcd-raisers.
‘The chab subvives today as an
amateur theatre group wilh
150 members of different na-
tionalities.

Providing more informal
entertainment were scrvice-
men’s drama groups like the
Changi, Seletar and Tengah
theatre clubs, Roweroft The-
atre and Noval Base Drama
Group.

Formed after Weorld War 11
nmo:::F British troops here,
they did as many as six pro-
ductions a year, before leaving
the igland with the 1971 Brit-
ish armed forees pull-out

Aside from the likes of

of

Clive Seharenguivel, a Eur-
astin actor and formes Na-
tional Institute of Education
lecturer who plaved, among
ather things, Malvolio in The
Stage Club's 1964 production
of Twelfth Night. very few
Singaporeans were involved
in productions by the British
ETOUPS.

Scharenguivel and the old
Stage Club members tald
Theatre Life! that Singapor-
cans then were nod inferested
in taking part in English dra-
ma.

Others, however, have at-
tributed the luck of Singapor-
ean participation tn an exclu-
sionary colonial mentality.
[Lloyd] Fernandoa [who
scripted the first made-in-
Singapore Engiish drama,
Strangers At The Gates, in
19581, for exumple, records
that for Gielguds fabled ap-
pesranes at the Old Vie, Sin-
gaporeans were only allowed
mto the theatre as ushors.

Still, mixed-race groups
like the Singapore Arts The-
itre and the Seencshafters did
manage to attract Singapor-
cin members, The Ars The-
alre was started by Donald
Monore in 1850 while the
Sceneshifters was the droma
group of the YMCA w1 Or-
ch Road.
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That princely
younq acter,
Sir {uhn

Gielrud's
PHT(E:IH;‘IH(‘E
as Hamlet at
the Old Vie
in 1946 was a
highlight of
the colonial
VEUrs,

The Stage
Cluh (top!
moved into
its home at
41 Malcolm
Road in
1465,

BEACON: THE STAGE CLUB

ITSTARTED in 19245 with 200
members - Brilish broeps as
well as civilians. The Stage Club
productioms were usnally held
at the Victoria Theatre with
audiences flackin to the old
Adclphi Holel (now Lhe
Adelphi Shopping Centre) and
the Crickel Club lar pre amid
post show dinner and drinks,
By the 1960s, the club was
mecting regularly on Monday
nights in the bar of the
Singapore Crickel Club. In
19635, the club moved to a
permanenl hame al 41
Malcolm Road, an old colonial

black-and-white bungalow.
The late Manreen Clark, a
Lurasian and the club's
longtime treasurer, was the
force who held it together,
aspeciully in the 1970s alter
audience and membership
levels plummeled. Kale Jumes
recalled; "Vvhenever the Land
Office wanted to put the rent
up, she would (el them, Lee
Kuan Yew told me at a cockeail
party: 'Ileave the future of
Singapore theatre in your
hands', so if you want to da
anvthing please consult him."




