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Four Young Artist Award winners inherit the power of art

Born in the 1980s, four of Singapore’s young local art practitioners were the
recipients of the National Arts Council’s annual Young Artist Award. They are
music conductor Wong Kah Chun, independent dance practitioner Yarra lleto,
visual artist Kray Chen Kerui, and poet Joshua Ip. The Young Artist Award
winners each received $20k to help fund their creative art practice. The
recipients sat down with Zaobao to discuss their artistic careers and future
plans.

Photo: Over several weeks, Wong Kah Chun will serve as conductor for a
number of international orchestras.

Kray Chen Kerui (Visual artist, 30 years old)

Exploring social norms relating to the body

Photo: Kray’s body of work includes performances, videos, films and
interactive installations

Receiving the Young Artist Award was a bit unexpected for visual artist, Kray
Chen Kerui. He felt that the timing was a bit premature, and that he now has
to deal with the unwanted pressure that comes with the spotlight.
Nevertheless, when interviewed, he said that the award was a positive event
as the prize money can be used to enhance his current stock of video
equipment, fund a new project, or aid him in his travels as “a change of
environment is good for creativity”.

Obtaining his MA Fine Arts from LASALLE College of the arts in 2014, Kray is
now a part-time lecturer at his alma mater. He has participated in multiple art
residences in Hangar (Spain), FRAC Des Pay De La Loire (France) and NTU-
CCA Singapore.

Created works draw from one’s personal stories

Kray creates performances, videos, films and interactive installations with
themes that revolve around memories, body and inertia. His video, Exercise
Now and Fit a Standard Size Coffin Late (2016), explored social norms
related to the body and fitness. Following this same thread, another work of
Kray’s saw him draw upon his memories as an overweight soldier during
National Service. Through a video installation, Kray captured the feelings he
had then when he would sing I'm a Steamroller Baby, with his fellow obese
comrades, on an endless loop whilst they march. Another work of his, 50 4-
Digits Numbers To Define My Life in Chronological Order (2016), explored
how dates associated with one’s life can affect the bodily experience on Earth.

While the body is a recurrent theme in Kray’s work, his main focus is rather on
one’s personal stories.

Since he was a young boy, Kray loved eating because that was when he felt
the happiest. His family thus pampered him, allowing him to eat or drink
whatever he wanted. This resulted in him being overweight, and earned him
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endless amount of teasing from his classmates. Kray’s weight was also a
problem during his military service, and he had to undergo 26 weeks of
training compared to the usual nine weeks.

Kray said, “In Singapore, people’s bodies are seen as machines, and fat
bodies are seen as inefficient machines. My concern is how we view
ourselves under social and political restrictions. Today, we are obsessed with
exercise, subjecting our bodies to adhere to some standard or the most ideal
shape. The message is that if you don’t follow the crowd, you may just die
sooner.”

In 2013, Kray successfully lost 30kg and currently maintains his weight at
around 120kg. He now feels healthier than before. With that said, there was
one time he accompanied his father to on a hunt for wild durians. He decided
to record his experience into a short film, Durian Picking, that was shown at
Singapore International Film Festival 2016. Kray revealed that his next short
film project will focus on the subject of weddings.

Yarra lleto (Independent dancer, 35 years old)

Inspiring both young and old to dance

Photo: Originally from Australia, independent dancer Yarra lleto came to
Singapore to study, promote and teach dance.

Yarra lleto was born in Australia, and in 2001, she relocated to Singapore
where she obtained citizenship and received the Young Artist Award. Mention
should be made that her husband, Zhuo Zihao, was also a recipient of the
Young Artist Award back in 2012.

Yarra graduated from LASALLE College of the Arts in 2008. The same year,
she joined the local contemporary dance troupe, T.H.E. Dance Company, as
a lead dancer and founding member. Before she left T.H.E. Dance Company
in 2015, she participated in all of the troupe’s major performance tours
throughout Asia and Europe, working with well-known choreographers
including Mei Zhuo Yan, Xing Liang, Zhang Xiao Xiong and Boi Sakti.

Beyond dancing Yarra is also involved in choreography, being in-charge of
choreographing works for T.H.E. Dance Company and its youth wing, T.H.E.
Second Company, during the M1 Contact Contemporary Dance Festival. For
instance, in the 2011 edition of the Festival, she choreographed Spare Rm; in
subsequent editions, she created several original pieces that included
Accidentally on Purpose (2012), perfect strangErs (2013), Noted with Thanks
(2014) and Against (2016).

In 2015, Yarra joined another local dance troupe, Arts Fission, as a Senior
Artist. In that capacity, she combined her knowledge and experience as a
dancer, with performances and film imagery, to inspire the elderly and youths
to participate in dance activities.
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Maintaining a constant state of dance

In April 2016, Yarra became an independent dance practitioner, and took up
teaching engagements at LASALLE College of the Arts, the National
University of Singapore, and the City Ballet Academy. This year at the
National Arts Council’'s Dance Nucleus, Yarra and her husband co-published
several new works.

During our interview, Yarra said, “When working in a dance troupe, the focus
is centred around the performance but after going solo, planning my time
takes up a lot more of my attention. For instance, in the morning, | will have to
teach a class. Then in the afternoon, | will have to choreograph a routine, and
on nights or weekends, | will have dance rehearsals with kids. | have to
properly manage myself now, not only my time, but especially my body. I'm a
very hands-on kind of teacher as | like to do a lot of demonstrations to guide
and inspire my students. Despite not being a full-time dancer, | strive to keep
myself in a constant state of dance. This is my responsibility to my students.”

Work-life balance of an independent dancer

While being an independent arts practitioner may sound like it has a high
degree of freedom, Yarra shared that her experience has been otherwise
since work-like balance is a major issue.

She also added, “Without a full-time job, there is no stable income.
Additionally, society puts a great amount of pressure on women my age.
Fortunately, I'm already married. While my family supports me, | still need to
pay a great deal of attention to my financial situation.”

Yarra has also discovered a common trend among her local dance students.
That is, many of them with dreams of becoming professional dancers are
often enrolled in science classes in university. Consequently, they do not have
the time to practice their craft. Once they have gotten their degrees and intend
to go back into dance, they thus found it tough since the body is no longer in
optimum form. Compounding the problem is the fact that Singapore has a
large number of young passionate dancers, and with only so few opportunities
for full-time job placements.

Yarra therefore hoped that organisations can provide more work for dancers
and choreographers. In addition, she felt that efforts on promoting dance to a
broader audience should be continued as this will cultivate greater interest to
the art.
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