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Singapore is home to a versatile dance
company with many Australian
connections, weites Karen van Ulzen.
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LIMB the sloping driveway of

Singapore’s Fort Canning

berween verdant trees throbbing
with Singapore humidity and heat, and
vou reach the unusual headquarters of
the Singapore Dance Theatre (SDT).
Fort Canning is a historical site that was
once a World War 2 army srore,
barracks and hospital. SDT’s
headquarters are in a gracious colonial
building with balconies overlooking a
park (where the annual outdoor “Ballet
under the Stars” is held). Here are the
pleasant dance studios and kitchens for

The company
performing in Gao Yan
Jin Zi's INTO, based on
the cycle of life.

the company’s 22 dancers and staff.

Singapore is both familiar and
unfamiliar to a visitor from Australia.
Although it proudly boasts four ethnic
groups — Malaysian, Indian, Chinese and
English — it is a very Western city, having
been founded as a trading port by
Englishman Stamford Ratfles for the East
India Company in 1819. Skyscrapers
jostle for space, shopping malls abound,
and everybody speaks English.

SDT is very much a product of this
polyglot environment. Adaptable and
versatile, the company embraces

classical ballet to recent neo-classicism.
[t has many connections with Australia.
The founding director, Goh Soo Khim,
was trained at the Australian Ballet
School, the first Asian to do so. On her
return to Singapore she set up rhe
company (with the late Anthony Then)
in 1987. The company’s present ballet
master is Paul de Masson, a former
Australian Ballet principal. And Aussie
dancers are a regularly Fixture: the
present contingent is Alexandra
Skavlos, Kellie van'der Ploeg, Natalie
Clarke and Robert Mills.

Goh is a delicately built, quietly
spoken woman whose looks must belie
great stamina and strength of
personality. She is still the heart and
soul of Singapore’s first and only
classical company, and is a highly
respected figure in the Singapore arts
scene. She is from a famous ballet
family: her brother Choo Shiat Goh was
a principal dancer in the Beijing Ballet
and is now artistic director af the Goh
Baller Academy in Vancouver, Canada;
and two other sisters are ballet reachers.
Her niece is Chan Hon Goh, a ballerina
who has performed as a principal with
the Nartional Ballet of Canada and the
Suzanne Farrell Ballet in New York.
And, most famously, her brother, Choo
San Goh, was associate director of the
Washington Ballet and a well-known
choreographer until his early death in
1987. (An annual choreographic
competition is now held in his name.)

Another connection to Australia is
through SDT’s repertoire. Australian
choreography makes up a significant
part, with works over the years by
Graeme Murphy, Leigh Warren,
Edmund Stripe, Timathy Gordon,
Stanton Welch, Petal Miller Ashmole,
Natalie Weir and Stanton Welch. They
share billing with contemporary ballet
choreographers such as Duaro, Kylian
and Balanchine and others less well
known ro Australians such as resident
choreographer Jeffrey Tan, Marie-
Claude Pietragalla and Joachim
Schloemer. An important part in the
repertoire is reserved for the works of
Choo San, whose lyrical neo-classicism,
laced with filigree Chinese touches in
the arms and hands, is justly treasured.

OR THE Australian dancers,

working in Singapore does rake

some adjusting to. The constant
heat (usually about 32 degrees all year
round) and humidity can be hard to
rake. Accommodation everywhere is in
highrise apartments. And though
Singapore’s civic institutions are
Western in style, the real culture is
predominantly Asian. The English
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