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ST 2007 Michael Koh, CEO of the National Heritage
THE ARTS  Board, tops the arts power list for putting
the words cool and happening into
museums. He and six other names make
first-time landings in this countdown, the -
first of our four power lists. :

Plus: Five names to watch out forﬁ,_.“
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In this first of four Power
Lists, 10 players have
made their mark on the
arts scene this year,
whether it was puttin
Singapore on the world
stage or creating a distinct
home-grown culture

Hong Xinyi
ARTS REPORTER

HE movers and shakers in Singa-
pore’s arts scene delivered both
bracing blockbuster bluster and re-
freshing indie cool this year.

Life!’s 2007 Power List for the arts indus-
try continues to highlight groups and indi-
viduals who made significant contributions
to the arts scene this year, and who:
projects next year signal a continued com-
mitment to developing home-grown cul-
ture.

Reflecting the diversity of artistic devel
opments during this boomtown year, seven
out of the 10 featured are first-time power
players.

The increasing prominence of the visual
arts sector can be seen in the debuts of Na-
tional Heritage
Board chief ex-
ecutive Michael
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“I sensed a
greater interest
in the buying
and selling of art this year, which 1 hC“LVL
has been fuelled by a booming economy,”
says Ms Audrey Wong, 39, ar dir
tor of The Substation. “The su
recent auctions added to the buzz. At some
events, you could almost hear the sound of
moncy talking.”

The Singapore Symphony Orchestra’s
well-received China tour and collaborations
with top international soloists put it on the
List for the first time this year.

Also brimming with giobal ambition is
first-time Power Lister Gaurav Kripalani
from the Singapore Repertory Theatre
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(SRT), who made Shakespeare the talk of
the town by presenting Ian McKellen in the
Royal Shakespeare Company’s King Lear.

Singapore became the first stop on the
company’s high-profile world tour, paving
the way for more prestigious international
productions to come.

At home, comedienne Selena Tan made
the list for the first time by making the Dim
Sum Dollies one of the hottest tickets you
could score this year.

The cabaret comedy was one of many lo-
cally produced shows (including SRT's A
Midsummer Night’s Dream, Toy Factory’s
Titoudao, Wild Rice’s Blithe Spirit and The
Theatre Practice’s If There’re Seasons)
which stormed Sistic’s list of the top 10
best-selling arts shows this year.

“Local companies have become increas-
ingly confident about mounting big, risky
shows.” says Mr J.P. Nathan, 52, director of
programming at the Esplanade. “As recent-
ly as three years ago, this sort of energy was
not apparent.”

But as returning Power Listers from the
Singapore Chinese Orchestra and theatre
groups The Necessary Stage (TNS) and
Wild Rice show, it’s not just impressive
sales figures and cool trends that get our at-
tention. These groups get our nod for their
sustained commitment to creating a distinct-
ly Singaporcan repertoire in the field of mu-
sic and theatre. .

‘The arts scene also saw the loss of sever-
g young practitioners this year.
s Tan, 27, who founded community
theatre group Wayang Warchouse, died of
cancer of the lymph system. Production and
stage manager Pierre-Andre Salim, 26, died
after an accident in the United States. Most
recently, composer Reuben Kee, 23, was
one of five men who died in the dragon
boat tragedy in Cambodia.

But more new faces look set to inject
fresh energy into the arts scene next year,
with practitioners like Aidli Alin Mosbit
and Jeffrey Tan entering the fray with their
own arts groups.

“New blood is a good sign.”
Tan, 43, artistic director of TNS.

“It helps us all get our act together and
feel more secure on our own turf before
moving on 1o the next phase.”

> hxinyi@sph.com.sg

> Watch out for The Power List 2007:
Entertainment next Thursday.

ays Alvin

Additional reporting by Adeline Chia
and June Cheong



Making museums sexy

Michael Koh, 46
Chief executive,
National Heritage
Board

A NEW flush of excite-
ment and an injection
of good, old-fashioned glamour have
swept into the quiet, sleepy hollow of
Singapore museums.

And it is because of the National
Heritage Board’s new head honcho,
Michael Koh, who took on the role in
September last year.

Since then, taxi drivers have been
getting free entry into museums during
an open day, actor Qi Yuwu, entertain-
er Dick Lee and former singer Kit
Chan have been appointed to the Sin-
gapore Art Museum board and comedi-
an Mark Lee has been hired as the am-
bassador of Singapore museums.

Refreshing, check; sexy, check;
newsworthy, check.

He made it to the list this year for
his bold efforts to reach out to the wid-
er community, his daring moves to
make museums interesting and hip
places and, more intangibly, the buzz
he has created for the arts and heritage
sector.

Koh, who used to work at the Ur-
ban Redevelopment Authority as a
planner, made the leap into the herit-
age sector at the urging of NHB chair-
man Professor Tommy Koh.

On his topping the list, he says: “I
see it as a vote of confidence in the her-
itage sector and the good work of my
colleagues. It just happened that I'm at
the forefront of these changes.”

His controversial decisions were
met with a raised eyebrow, with news-
paper reports discussing if people like
Qi Yuwu and Mark Lee were fit to be
museum guides.

He says these decisions weren’t
meant to shock — the public reaction
came as a surprise. :

He says with a laugh: “Events we
can plan. People themselves create the
surprise. Some said it was brave of
NHB to do this, others not so. But it is
an indication of us reaching out to the
community, and that gesture was seen
positively.”

But his revamp of the museum
scene isn’t just cosmetic.

He has also introduced integrated
museum programming, under which
exhibitions and activities at various mu-
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REFRESHING: Michael Koh has revamped museums inside and out, with outreach programmes and expansion plans.

seums are grouped under a common
theme to better market them.

Museums also have a bigger role in
strengthening diplomatic relationships
with other countries. For example, a
Vietnamese Festival next year has
been planned with the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, to better acquaint Singa-
poreans culturally with a country
which is fast becoming attractive to in-
vestors here.

Within the NHB family, staff have
also noted a marked change in manage-
ment style. The office atmosphere has
become more relaxed and informal,
though they add that the workload has
also increased.

Mr Walter Lim, 37, NHB’s director
of corporate communications, says:
“Michael’s style is more face to face.
We work directly and don’t have to go
through the hierarchy. It's more dy-

‘I see it as a vote of
confidence in the
heritage sector and
the good work of my
colleagues. It just
happened that I'm at.
the forefront of

these changes’
Michael Koh on topping the list

namic and fast-moving this way -
things are done and cleared more
quickly.”

And the immaculately dressed
CEO is good with people, charming

museum patrons and the media alike.

Looking ahead, he says that the
community engagement efforts will
continue, together with expansion of
museum infrastructure.

The most exciting plan is for the Sin-

apore Art Museum, which will soon

ve an extension into Queen Street,

80, a raw, industrial-looking 3,000 sq
m space to show contemporary art.

e Asian Civilisations Museum is
also set to grow, with it raising funds
for the next three years to build more
galleries.

And the aggressive courting of visi-
tors will not rest — he says he won’t shy
away from new partnerships with unu-
sual parties.

“We can’t work alone in the herit-
age sector,” he says. “We will engage
the creative sectors for more projects
and leverage on each other.”

Adeline Chia



