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Their zeal for musical theatre led these two artists to diligently pursue a BA(Hons) in
this field at LASALLE College of the Arts. As they graduate this year, they recount
the hopes they harbour for the arts in Singapore during this difficult period facing the
challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic.

From Malay dance to musical theatre, street fashion business
Fresh LASALLE graduates build up the spirit of ‘the show must go on’ during the
pandemic

An artiste who does not know the meaning of fatigue and resting on one’s laurels, Md
Al-Hafiz Hosni was never satisfied with the dancing skills he developed in traditional
Malay dance with the Azpirasi dance troupe.

After completing National Service (NS) and working for two years, he seized the
opportunity to pursue a BA(Hons) Musical Theatre at LASALLE.

His aim is to learn modern contemporary art which lies outside the domain of
traditional Malay arts. With this knowledge, he hopes to strengthen each creative
piece he works on for Azpirasi, whether it is a Malay film or musical project that is
being produced.

While busy working on his singing, acting and dancing skills at the same time, Hafiz,
27, also spent time learning how to beat the ‘rebana’ and ‘maruas’ with Nadi
Singapura.

Together with a friend who loves street fashion, they also launched A.VOID’s online
menswear business which has customers as far away as America and the United
Kingdom.

What inspires Hafiz to do several things at the same time successfully? Find out in
our interview with this young man, the youngest of three siblings who previously held
a Diploma in Mass Communication from Ngee Ann Polytechnic.

Question (Q): Tell us about your artistic journey. Why is it so influential in
shaping your identity?

Hafiz: Since | was little, | liked to perform in public but | was not very confident.
As a Mass Communication student with a focus on filmmaking, | was more
comfortable behind the camera, such as working on a biographical film project for
Yahoo.

However, | thought it would be nice if | could be in front of the camera. From there, |
was also able to learn how to be a good film director because | could imagine what
was felt by those who were in front of the camera.

| took up the field of musical theatre in LASALLE because this was a golden
opportunity to gain mastery in three arts at once namely, singing, acting and dancing.
| have to thank Mendaki for the financial assistance they have given me for this
course.

My parents at first were not so sure that the arts would give me a bright future. All

praises be to God, looking at what | have achieved step by step, they now
understand better why art is my soul.
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Q: How did you start working in Malay dance?
Hafiz: | started quite late in Malay dance, while | was in the first year of polytechnic.

| was a back stage crew at the Muara Malay dance festival. | was assigned to take
care of the needs of the Azpirasi group.

Given that many friends around me consisted of Chinese youths, | wanted to explore
life and my Malay identity through a form of art. | am interested in Azpirasi’s concept
which combines traditional Malay dance with contemporary elements.

Before | knew it, the week after the Muara festival, | came to the Azpirasi training
room, expressing my desire to train with them. In the blink of an eye, | have been
with Azpirasi for almost 10 years.

Q: What did you learn from being an Azpirasi dancer?

Hafiz: | learned the meaning of humility and patience. When | enrolled into the
musical theatre course in LASALLE, | was better known as a dancer whereas singing
skills were more prominent in this course.

Sometimes, | felt restless and deficient compared to the other students during my
three years at LASALLE because | had to prove | was capable of singing well.

However, the training in Malay dance taught me to be more patient and calmer. It
taught me the value of hard work. | found myself still practicing hard after finishing
school around 5pm. Musical rehearsals go on until 11 p.m. Back home, | still had to
complete essays and make my video projects.

Two years ago, | joined Nadi Singapura because | was interested in playing
percussion instruments such as kompang, rebana and maruas. My artistic journey
continued onwards.

Q: What is the fun of getting involved in the world of the Malay and Western
contemporary arts?

Hafiz: It strengthens my brand as an artist who is inclined more towards ‘fusion' art
(a combination of East and West and a combination of traditional Malay and non-
Malay).

| had thought about the possibility of studying the arts in America or the United
Kingdom but felt that Malay arts was not so well known there.

| see Singaporean dancer Norhaizad Adam as my main inspiration because he was
able to combine traditional elements with modern art. He went abroad and advanced
our art.

Q: How did Azpirasi’s artistic director, Azmi Juhari, inspire you to pursue art?
Hafiz: | owe a lot to Cikgu Azmi. He is real proof that the arts can be a full time
venture. He is married and supports his family with the arts. As a result of my
parents' conversation with Cikgu Azmi, they were more relieved that | was on a safe
foundation to pursue art.
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Q: Tell us about your experience getting involved in your graduation
presentation in LASALLE.

Hafiz: | thought fasting during NS was challenging, however | struggled more while
practicing for my graduation performance. In NS, if you are tired of running, you can
walk but for musical theatre, stamina is required from start to finish.

In contrast to performances in past years where several students were selected to
perform together, each student is now given the opportunity to make an individual
performance due to the safe distancing measures during COVID-19 that must be
followed.

| sang and danced to a song from the Footloose musical, | Can’t Stand Still.

When | am tired, | thought about the Palestinians in Gaza going through far more
challenges. At least, | can break my fast. They cannot be certain of having a meal.
Such thoughts turn my big problems into small ones.

Q: You graduated in the challenging period of COVID-19. However, what gives
you the confidence such that you have attained many rewards in your pursuit
of knowledge?

Hafiz: | was exposed to many humanitarian issues and emotional turmoil while
studying musical theatre and digesting musical scripts.

As the Azpirasi dancer for the Akar Subuh show, | revisited the art piece about my
late grandmother. | used to always see her daydreaming in bed and looking out the
window. It may be her expression of a longing for my late grandfather and a desire to
be reunited with him in heaven one day.

| am also the director of a film about mental health that focuses on the story of an
elderly caregiver with dementia. The film was selected as one of the 10 best films in
the recent Singapore Mental Health Film Festival.

In terms of A.VOID's business, that's the result of my cooperation with a friend who
loves street fashion. Since | also have an additional Diploma in Business, | wanted to
take advantage of my knowledge to work on something new. | learned to manage my
time and prioritise. Before the pandemic, we managed a lot of ‘pop-up’ stores at
Resorts World Sentosa and other locations but all that has been replaced with online
campaigns after COVID-19 hit. In any case, we have to carry on positively.

LASALLE graduate appreciates ‘jumping into the deep end of the pool’ as she
takes on German opera

While LASALLE College of the Arts fresh graduate Nurulhuda Hassan was busy
discussing with two of her classmates about the possibility of developing their own
musical project, COVID-19 safety measures were tightened for Phase 2 (Heightened
Alert). To some extent, it dampened their spirit but Nurulhuda, 28, refused to let the
matter become an obstacle for her to contribute back to the community through her
knowledge of the art of musical theatre gained from LASALLE.
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In fact, before the pandemic hit, she took part in many projects that were outside her
comfort zone such as the German opera Der Zwerg. She is also a drummer, sound
designer and actor at the Singapore International Arts Festival (SIFA) for the staging
of Ways of Wandering. Thus, Nurulhuda, who holds a Diploma in Theatre from the
Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA), is grateful for everything she has gained
from the artistic experience that has developed her. “| admit that many of my plans to
run independent art projects had to be postponed or cancelled because of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

“I am currently looking for a full-time job to support my family. However, | will not
neglect my mission to contribute to society through the arts. Because, kindness is
something that is pure and able to 'infect' other people's nobler instincts.”

“If not for the financial assistance of Mendaki, NAFA and the Lee Foundation, | would
not have been able to pursue my ambition to empower myself in the arts in
LASALLE.”

"Usually, after we are helped, it will arise a desire in us to help give a ray of hope to
others in need.”

"So, for sure after graduating from LASALLE, | would find space to do charity work in
the field of art," said the Lee Foundation Talent Scholarship holder. As a plus-sized
woman, she admits that in the world of acting, the roles that are often given to her
are usually stereotypical ones such as being a mother or a funny woman. Due to her
size, she acknowledged having to face initial challenges in dance class which is
intensive, relentless and demanded a lot of stamina.

"I don't think a person should be stereotyped because of her large size. Plus-sized
women deserve to play any role which is capable of inspiring others.”

“I admit that when | recently entered this musical theatre degree course, | was
reluctant because the dance classes compelled me to change my fitness routine so
that | could stay energised at each training session.”

“Coincidentally, in my graduation performance, | had the opportunity to sing ‘Jenny’s
Blues’ from the musical It Shoulda Been You which tells about how plus-sized
women can escape other people’s labels against them.”

"lt's a show that empowers my soul. In fact, there are now many youth theater
groups which have opened up spaces for the audience to explore and discuss social
issues in Singapore or globally,” she added.

Being involved in art also requires Nurulhuda to be skilled in performing various tasks
simultaneously. She enjoys exploring the process of designing sounds, lights and
props. When asked about her personal accomplishments, she considered being
involved in the German opera staged by the Singapore opera group, The Opera
People, as engaging.

“I have no direct experience in opera or classical singing. | just tried my luck.
Unexpectedly, | was well received after the audition session. It’s like accepting an
offer to dive into the deepest end of the pool. | had to pay special attention to the
pronunciation of German words for each verse.”
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"It can be said that the experience has opened a new career path for me," she
added.
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