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Girl from Bhutan focuses on migrant workers going for match-making

Having come from the natural haven of Bhutan to the busy city of Singapore, 22 year-old
Zuki likes the latter’s safety and security. As a student at LASALLE College of the Arts, she
chose a photo studio at Little India as the theme for her thesis film, where she captured the
process of migrant workers who get their photos taken to be sent home for match-making
purposes.

Reported by Chen Yinghong
yinghong@sph.com.sg

Located between China and India, Bhutan sits on the southern slopes of the eastern
Himalayas, often described as the last Shangri-la. Just what does it feel like coming to
bustling Singapore from this natural haven?

Twenty-two year-old Zuki Juno Tobyge made the decision in 2013 to pursue her studies in
BA(Hons) Film at LASALLE College of the Arts in Singapore. When interviewed, she
confessed that the pace of life in Bhutan is indeed slower than Singapore and less of a
hurry, although she likes Singapore for its safety and security.

“It is not that Bhutan’s security is poor, however, | would not leave home alone at 5am in the
morning. In Singapore, there were times when | would go home alone after movie shooting
past midnight, and feel very safe. The outside world is scary, but Singaporeans are law-
abiding. Take the simple escalator as an example. Everybody would stand to their left and
leave the right for those who choose to walk. There are unwritten rules as to how the entire
society should be run, which makes for smooth operation. Foreigners who come here need
only one to two weeks to understand the society and be integrated.”

An Unusual Theme for Graduate Work

Talking about Singapore, many would associate it with hawker food, Gardens by the Bay,
Orchard Road and Chinatown as the country’s highlights. Yet, when Zuki had to select a
theme for her thesis film, she chose a photo studio at Little India.

She said, “One day as | was flipping the papers for ideas, | came across an article about the
studio. Their customers are mainly migrant workers looking to match-make. This got me
interested. Although | was also a foreigner in Singapore, | knew little about migrant workers’
ethnic groups.”

After locating the studio, Zuki found out the reason from the boss, as to why migrant workers
would go there for photo-taking.

Among single migrant workers from Bangladesh and India, a small group still depends on
their families for match-making. Being in a foreign land, they will first send a photograph
home for the prospective wife, and if both parties are satisfied, the marriage will then be
fixed.

Zuki started visiting the studio from January last year, staying between two to three hours
each time. “For about two to three weeks, | would sit outside the studio asking every person
going in for photo-taking, if they were doing it for match-making, and if they were willing to
let me video-capture the entire process. This is pretty tough actually, because most migrant
workers are not too willing to share their match-making process, while some worry about
their employers’ disapproval of them being in the spotlight.”
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Zuki’s hard work finally paid off a few weeks later, when she met Shanmugavel
Pathakarnan, who came from India to work as a driver in Singapore. Shanmugavel
Pathakarnan was eager to get married before his 32" birthday because according to
customs in his hometown, it is not ideal to get married at 32. If he missed this opportunity,
he would have to wait for another year.

Zuki tagged along with Shanmugavel Pathakarnan in his photo-taking and shopping for
saree fabric for his wife-to-be. She captured his sense of loss during his phone call back
home, when he learnt that his family had not fixed a wedding date. She hoped that with the
short film, Singaporeans would see the other side of migrant workers.

Love for Malay Tofu and Tempeh

Zuki said that when she first arrived in Singapore, she only knew four Bhutanese people.
Being so far away from home, it was inevitable that she missed home and felt lonely.
However, Zuki remained upbeat by hanging out with her friends, singing karaoke or eating.

“As | am a vegetarian, it is not easy to find food to eat in Singapore. My favourites are Malay
tofu and tempeh (Indonesian fermented soya beans).”

After her graduation, Zuki decided to return to Bhutan to work as a freelance photographer.
She is also planning to set up an advertisement and short film company.

To enjoy Zuki's thesis short film, please visit nyti.ms/2vW7WJT online.



