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—Hussein Chalayan, on his 
latest collection, Rise, and the 
constant need for escape.

disembodiment and being earthbound. Domestic refer-
ences combine with garments which appear to be escaping, 
like the spirit leaving a body but never quite leaving.
 
That is beautiful. What do the respective states of disembodiment 
and metamorphosis mean to you personally?
I feel that the constant state of flux is what keeps life going. 
With this in mind, I always want to work from inspiration, 
which involves movement and change so that the clothes 
have a sense of life within themselves.

Speaking of movement and change, how do you take flight from 
your work? What comes after?
The ideals of escapism for me is simply to make life more 
interesting. What comes after is unpredictable, as one 
thing leads to another.

What is your working process like, from inception to the final 
product?
It starts instinctively, then gets rationalised at later stages. 
These are visual processes which cannot be explained, 
but there is a lot of experimentation and back and forth 
before the collection is finalised. My work has always been 
about juxtapositions and making connections between 
alien worlds.

Do tell us about a certain material that has surprised you so far 
in the midst of creating.
The wall texture in the collection, which was inspired by 
peeling walls and made three-dimensional through laser 
cutting.

These are cutting edge techniques. How do you perceive the Asian 
fashion market and its reception to your work?
I find the Asian attitude to fashion more open than in 
Europe and America. People embrace new ideas more 
enthusiastically and this, I believe, is a reflection of a more 
progressive society we all see in Asia.

We sure hope so. Lastly, the multiple layers in the collection re-
mind us of the soul and spirit of a person. Do you often envision 
a relationship with your wearer?
I would like to know the wearers better and it is in my fu-
ture plan to do so, through creating my own environments.

Hussein Chalayan will be presenting Rise, his Autumn/Winter 2013 
Womenswear collection as part of the Audi Fashion Festival on 19 May, 
2013 in Singapore.

A
GENTLE
RISE

His Autumn/Winter 2013 show was a gentle rise itself, 
beginning with a steady pace of consistently smart pat-
terns and refined cuts before arriving at its climax. An 
unexpected tug at the neckline transforms one garment 
into another, and a dress emerges with two different souls. 
The process of the transformation itself was pure visual 
adrenaline and a showstopper; a creation epic to witness, 
leaving the audience with a longing to adorn.

Taking inspiration from the dull and raw effect of peeling 
walls, some pieces were made with laser cut-outs and care-
fully selected kaleidoscopic colours. London-based fashion 
designer Hussein Chalayan seems to effortlessly take 
invention to the next level with each new collection, seam-
lessly marrying concept and commerce. We catch him 
in the midst of his travels before he makes his way to our 
sunny island for the Audi Fashion Festival 2013, where he 
will be showing the entire collection with a few additional 
light pieces ideal for our hot and humid climate.

Your Autumn/Winter 2013 collection, Rise, is spectacular. Could 
you please tell us the story behind the collection? 
The whole collection was based on the dichotomy between 
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FILM

GIANTS
ON
REEL
Interview by Tay Huizhen 
Images Courtesy of John Madere, Kathy Brew, Roberto Guerra, 
Jeff Dupre, James Belzer and Anonymous

There are only two film festivals in the world dedicated 
solely to the creative realms of art, design and architec-
ture. A Design Film Festival (adff) is one of them, and 
the first of its kind in Asia. Since its 2010 inception in 
Singapore, the festival has travelled to Berlin, Taipei, 
Kaohsiung, Bangkok and Portland. Films screened include 
features on renowned designers and creative visionaries 
like Rem Koolhaas, Yohji Yamamoto and Jun Takahashi. 

Back with a 2013 edition, adff will feature a diverse 
programme of 12 official film selections, 10 of which are 
making their Asian premiere in Singapore. The line-up 
includes award-winning films that range from the sen-
sational New York Fashion Week documentary The Tents 
to a major retrospective of performance artist Marina 
Abramović. The directors and producers of three films to 
be screened at adff 2013 tell us more about their subjects 
and what inspired them to make these films. 

a design film festival 2013 

The Tents
Directed by James Belzer

The Naked Brand
Directed by Jeff Rosenblum & Sherng-Lee Huang

Side by Side
Directed by Christopher Kenneally

Comic-Con Episode IV: A Fan's Hope
Directed by Morgan Spurlock

Google and the World Brain
Directed by Ben Lewis

The Human Scale
Directed by Andreas Dalsgaard

Gregory Crewdson: Brief Encounters
Directed by Ben Shapiro

Marina Abramović: The Artist is Present
Directed by Matthew Akers & Jeff Dupre

Design is One: Lella & Massimo Vignelli
Directed by Kathy Brew and Roberto Guerra

Sign Painters
Directed by Faythe Levine & Sam Macon

16 Acres
Directed by Richard Hankin

Tema Hima: Time, Work and Life in  
Tohoku, North East Japan 

Directed by Tom Vincent & Yu Yamanaka

the u press is the official media partner for 
A Design Film Festival 2013, presented by 

Anonymous. The film festival will be held from 
15 - 16 June, 2013 at School of the Arts, 1 Zubir 

Said Drive, Singapore.

www.designfilmfestival.com

What was your first exposure to the Vignellis' designs?
kathy (k): As Barry Bergdoll, Chief Curator of Architec-
ture & Design at the Museum of Modern Art in nyc, states 
in the film, "The Vignellis are known by everybody, even 
by people who don’t know their name. They’re surrounded 
by the things that they’ve conceived." And so, for many, 
the first exposure to their designs are through ubiquitous 
encounters with their work in the public realm—the logos 
for American Airlines, Bloomingdales, Saks Fifth Avenue, 
Benetton; the Knoll furniture; the iconic nyc subway map 
from the 70s; the stackable plastic dinnerware, and so 
much more. One may not know exactly their first exposure 
to the Vignellis' designs because there are so many. 

The Vignellis are an institution in design. What challenges did 
you face in charting their journey onscreen?
k: The Vignellis are considered the most important design-
ers of the second half of the 20th century; their timeless 
principles of design have made them éminence grise in 
the field. Creating a high quality film that did their work 
justice was a major challenge. We wanted to not only show 
their vast portfolio which spans different areas of design 
in over fifty years of collaboration, but also offer a window 
into the dynamics of their partnership; to let audiences 
have a sense of who they are as creative people. We wanted 
to feature both Massimo and Lella and their work, because 
it often seems that Lella hasn't gotten adequate credit for 
their collaborative projects.

As much of their well-known work have already been 
created, we couldn’t include much "behind the scenes" 
footage, although we do have some aspects, such as the 
changing of the architectural plan at St. Peter's Church, 
the build-up to the opening of sd26 restaurant, as well as 
some more personal moments that let you see a bit more 
of their personalities and dynamic exchanges such as the 
lunchtime scene. Another challenge was deciding what 
projects of the prolific pair we wanted to feature, since 
clearly not all could be included in an 80 -minute film.

What preparations or research did you undertake for the film?
k: Before filming, we discussed with the Vignellis about 
the the people they thought we should speak to about 
their work and created a list of others that we chose to 
interview for the film. We also researched a bit on the 
projects connected to these individuals prior to interview-
ing them. We then considered the groundbreaking and 
opening of the Vignelli Center of Design at the Rochester 
Institute of Technology as a narrative arc.

The average man on the street often sees design in its final stage; 
as an end product. How did the medium of film and its narrative 
help to shed light on the process of design?   
k: The medium of film helps to illustrate some of the 
anecdotes and thinking that went behind the processes of 
the different projects, allowing audiences to realise that 
a brilliant idea can form quite spontaneously, based on 
inspiration from one's surrounding (as in the glasses that 
were inspired by the Salute dome in Venice); or the fact 
that something that is a beautiful design can be ahead 
of its time and initially considered "a failure" (the plastic 
Heller cup). There are many different scenarios and routes 
that lead to the final work. Books and catalogues can con-
tain details about creative people, but film is the next best 
thing to being there. 

What is your favourite Vignelli design?
k: I personally adore Lella's necklace, the Senza Fine, 
because it’s flexible and changeable. I’m also attracted to 
the National Parks brochures with their iconic grid design. 
I'm a big fan of the nyc subway map from the 70s and 
the overall graphics that unify the transit system that one 
experiences every day.  

roberto: I like the pleasure of a surprise that takes the 
work away from expectations; the sense of grace that some-
thing just had to be that way, and enjoying the Vignellis’ 
points of view, humour and personalities.

www.designisonefilm.com

DESIGN IS ONE: LELLA &  
MASSIMO VIGNELLI
—The creative pair, Kathy Brew and Roberto Guerra, 
on spotlighting the work of another, and the Vignellis’ 
legacy in design.

 I like the pleasure of a surprise 
that takes the work away from 
expectations; the sense of grace 

that something just had to be that 
way, and enjoying the Vignellis’ 

points of view, humour and 
personalities.



How did you spotlight Marina's uniqueness as an artist?
In the film, we tried to show how Marina’s performance 
at MoMA was a distillation of all that was best in her work 
and that she did not need any props or theatrical flour-
ishes to create powerful art. We traced the evolution of 
her work and showed where we thought it fell short—when 
it strayed into theatricality, and how The Artist is Present 
overcomes that in its simplicity and purity, relying solely 
on the presence of the artist, the audience, and the setting. 
In the performance, she merely sat at a table and invited 
others to sit across from her. But look what she wrought 
in doing something that sounds so simple. The setting for 
The Artist is Present—the MoMA atrium—was an incredibly 
effective amplifier.
 
Marina has different personae onscreen and off. How hard was it 
to capture all these? 
Marina’s different personae made her all the more 
interesting as a character. In the film, we are introduced 
to three Marinas: one is a soldier, the product of two 

MARINA ABRAMOVIĆ: THE  
ARTIST IS PRESENT

—Producer, co-director Jeff Dupre on how the multi-
persona performance artist Marina Abramovic charmed 
her way into his film.

What was your first encounter with Marina?
I was seated next to Marina at a friend’s dinner party when 
she told me about her upcoming retrospective at the Mu-
seum of Modern Art in New York and I was smitten. There 
was tremendous potential for a feature documentary on 
her life and work because: 1) Marina herself is so seductive 
and outrageous. 2) MoMA had never given a retrospective 
to a performance artist before. 3) Marina intended to take 
some major risks in the work she was going to perform. 
The stakes were high and there was a built-in timeline to 
structure the film: After a lifetime of striving, Marina at 
age 63 was setting out to secure her legacy and prove to a 
very skeptical world that performance art is worthy of our 
attention. My own ambivalence regarding performance 
art—and a wish to work through and clarify (though never 
resolve) them—made me want to make the film even more.
 
To the majority public, performance art is at best powerfully 
symbolic and at worst, pure eccentricity. Most times, it's a heinous 
mix of both. Were you attempting to debunk any myths about 
performance art in this film?
We initially thought that we might end up taking a very 
critical stance on Marina and performance art in general. 
I really didn’t know if Marina would pull off the MoMA 
performance until it got underway in March 2010. But 
once the show began, what I witnessed made a believer out 
of me. That said, I do think there is plenty of bad perfor-
mance art out there, just as there’s plenty of bad painting, 
music, poetry, etc.

partisan parents; the other, a sad, vulnerable little girl 
whose parents didn’t give her enough love, and then there 
is the artist who has a spiritual wisdom and can transcend 
the first two. She has a humanising combination of ambi-
tion, fragility and incredible power. In every scene, she 
would reveal some kernel of truth about herself. I’ve never 
seen anything like it. People talk about the MoMA show 
in quasi-mythological terms, and the film has served her 
mythmaking very well.

What did you ultimately hope for your film to achieve?
 The film premiered at Sundance 2012, won the Audi-
ence Award at the Berlin Film Festival and went on to tour 
and win prizes at numerous festivals around the world. It 
aired on hbo last summer in the us and is being released 
globally in all media. We just received a Peabody Award 
this week, which is a huge honor. The response has been 
tremendous so I am happy with what we’ve accomplished.

www.marinafilm.com
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THE TENTS
—James Belzer on the iconic New York Fashion Week 
and its historic move to Lincoln Center.

How did your idea for this film come about? 
I was working at Harper's Bazaar when I first heard about 
the New York Fashion Week’s planned move away from 
Bryant Park. Bryant Park is located near the Garment 
Center in New York, so the move to Lincoln Center was 
an emotional change. Having directed theater and other 
projects during my years in the magazine business, I was 
preparing to launch my film career. So when I spoke to 
Fern Mallis, creator of the fashion week, about the idea to 
do the documentary and found that there wasn't a plan 
in place to capture this history, it was clear that I needed 
to leave the magazine business to start work on the film 
immediately!        

What makes New York Fashion Week (NYFW) so different from 
other fashion festivals? What kind of buzz does it create?
nyfw is more like a global convention; a meeting of 
people from all over the fashion industry to discuss not 
only fashion trends but also larger cultural ideas that are 
coming for the following season. The diversity and sheer 
number of people who come to nyfw make it a really 
unique time for the global fashion community.

What was your first exposure to NYFW?
I got my start in fashion at Fairchild Publications soon 
after graduating from nyu. It was a very formative time 
when the shows were not organised in one place, so you 
really had to have connections to see the shows. I was lucky 
enough to be handed a few invitations here and there. See-
ing the clothes, models and runway come to life with the 
most amazing music got me hooked on the fashion show 
experience early in my career.

In the film, you interviewed many designers, from Tommy 
Hilfiger to Donna Karan and Betsey Johnson, as well as the 
event's organisers and numerous celebrities. Who left the deepest 
impression on you?
Glenda Bailey, the Editor-In-Chief of Harper's Bazaar. After 
working at the magazine for over 5 years, I was always 
impressed with her enthusiasm for fashion. It was a thrill 
interviewing her for the film.

Across the globe, fashion weeks are show-stopping extravaganzas. 
Was there always that much emphasis on spectacles in what is 
essentially a trade event?
Fashion week was initially an event for the fashion industry 

but as the awareness of fashion shows increased to the 
public, the consumer interest in what was going on there 
increased as well. Plus, the media started covering what 
was happening at the shows for the consumer as well and 
things took off from there.

It must have been chaotic at the event. Were there any logistical 
challenges to filming at The Tents?
Yes, it was the endurance and stamina needed to cover all 
the shows and activities going on! We spent ten full days 
from morning to night in The Tents during the last season 
in Bryant Park in February 2010. There was always some-
thing happening, so the crew had to keep moving and 
running from one thing to the next. When img hosted the 
farewell party on the closing night of the last season there, 
we were all exhausted!

The fashion industry has long prided itself on a kind of hallowed 
exclusivity. With the recent film The September Issue (2009) 
providing an insider look into the life of Vogue editor Anna 
Wintour, and now The Tents on the attraction of NYFW, can we 
expect many more films about the industry and what are you most 
curious to see?
There are so many amazing, strong personalities in the 
fashion industry, plus some of the related businesses—
modelling, etc., hold great interest to many people. So 
I think we can expect to see more fashion film projects 
in the future. The one I'm most excited to see is my next 
fashion film called Make it in Manhattan & The USA—a 
new documentary about the reinvigoration of our base of 
domestic apparel manufacturing.

www.thetentsmovie.com



A memorable decade-long sojourn in warm Mediterra-
nean locales inspired Mademoiselle Coco Chanel to craft 
elegant, summer-ready clothes for the fashion-forward 
female jet-setter. A generation later, the Chanel Cruise 
collection continues to evolve, and is showcased in ports of 
call handpicked for inspiring the summertime luxury that 
birthed the collection’s vision of grace. From Monte Carlo 
to Los Angeles and New York, the Chanel Cruise sets sail 
into its first Asian debut in Singapore.

In fashion, seasonal collections come and go, but the 
Chanel Cruise collection was born out of a timeless dedi-
cation to cater to the needs of the female traveller seeking 
comfort in style.

The simple idea was born in 1924 when Mademoiselle 
Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel started accompanying her ru-
moured beau, the Duke of Westminster on his peregrina-
tions. At her fabled summer retreat, villa La Pausa, along 
the Côte d'Azur, Coco tried her hand at yachting.

Perhaps it was the soft caresses of the ocean winds that 
gently undid her hair or flirted with the rims of her skirt, 

FASHION 04

TIMELESS VOYAGE
Text by Tay Huizhen; images courtesy of Chanel
 

—A history of Chanel Cruise and the evolution of the 
maritime-inspired collection over the ages.

but in her travels, Mademoiselle Coco sensed a need for 
light and breathable—yet stylish and elegant wear—for 
jet-setting ladies of leisure flocking to warmer climes for 
the holidays. So she began to create with the independent 
female traveller in mind, who was lured by the romance 
of the Riviera or the golden sands of the Venice Lido 
beaches, but needed a wardrobe that was practical enough 
to lounge with ease, and in silhouettes and fabrics that 
were effortlessly chic.

Inspired by the Duke’s crew, the first Cruise Collection 
(collection croisière, in French) featured navy and white 
palettes, gold buttons, sailor caps, and wide-legged sailor 
trousers that soon transformed into hallmarks of high 
fashion for the ages. Tweed, a material that the Duke 
introduced to Coco in Scotland, became a signature fabric 
of the Chanel Cruise collections. Accompanying the clas-
sic apparel were feminine and iconic accessories and bags 
that were equally functional as they were intricate. Now 
crafted by Chanel’s resident creative director Karl Lager-
feld, the latest Cruise Collections range from whimsical 
lush pastels to polished, defined monochromes; each stitch 
a statement of fierce elegance in vogue.

Taking a leaf from the wanderlust that first framed the 

“I wanted to give a woman comfortable clothes that would flow with her body. A woman is closest to being naked when she is 
well-dressed.” —Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel (1883 - 1971)

Cruise concept, each Chanel Cruise collection is show-
cased in exotic locales around the globe. From Saint-
Tropez to the Cap d’Antibes, the colours and sights of 
these places inspire and contextualise the unique pieces 
from each Chanel Cruise collection. In Venice, caped 
dominos evoked the mystical glamour of Carnevale and 
elegant sailor suits echoed Visconti’s portraits of La 
Serenissima in the 1930s. At the Raleigh Hotel in Miami, 
the heart of South Beach, art deco moods and retro prints 
ruled the runway. Recently, the 2012/2013 collection 
showcased at the ambrosial Bosquet des Trois Fontaines 
in the Château de Versailles unveiled Marie Antoinette-
inspired lilac and peach lace and chiffon reminiscent of 
18th Century French opulence. 

As for the 2013/2014 collection, it’s lights, camera, fashion! 
as we re-visit Chanel’s beginnings in a film directed by 
Lagerfeld himself. Created to mark the 100th Anniver-
sary of Chanel’s first store in the quaint, seaside town of 
Deauville, France, the film features Keira Knightley as 
Mademoiselle Coco and will be screened when the Chanel 
Cruise collection hits Singapore.

The Chanel Cruise 2013/2014 collection will be unveiled on 9 May, 
2013 in Singapore.

Gabrielle Chanel and Arthur Capel (left) in front of 
the Chanel boutique in Deauville, 1913.

The Chanel Cruise 2012/13 Collection in Versailles, France.
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A RENEWED
PERSPECTIVE
—Fresh from a year back at school, Singapore’s 
foremost installation artist opens up about her 
creative hiatus, and why she considers her best 
known work her most boring. 

When an artist creates a hit work, it can be a prize as much as a prison. Once hailed as 
boundary breaking, Damien Hirst is, of late, plagued by dead butterflies and formalde-
hyde cows, just as every article on Turner Prize winner Tracey Emin returns to My Bed: 
the semen-stained installation that shot her to fame. The double-edged sword of Donna 
Ong’s career is The Crystal City. The glassware composition she created for The National 
Museum’s Night Festival in 2009 has been featured by Reuters and The Huffington Post, and 
exhibited in multiple variations around the world.

“I made it for a specific occasion,” says the Goldsmiths graduate. “So, I wanted it to be visu-
ally spectacular. In terms of concept, however, it didn’t have any personal resonance for 
me. I’m not particularly interested in cities, so I felt it failed as a personal art work.”

The soft-spoken artist is meeting me on the back of a year that saw her take time out from 
the art world to complete a Masters in Fine Art at Lasalle—a surprising move for a practi-
tioner beginning to break waves on the international scene. When I first met Ong in 2006, 
she had just given up the financial security of part-time lecturing to focus on creating art 
full-time. Although she told me she didn’t quite know where this was going to lead, she 
was resolute about her decision.

Over the next few years, I rarely saw her, but the ferocity of her numerous commissions 
and exhibitions signalled her growing success. What I didn’t realise at the time was that 
this crescendo in her career ironically coincided with a creative lull.  

Sitting down with her seven years later, Ong has gained the clarity and perspective she 
needs to move forward. “After lots and lots of interviews, I found myself losing fragments 
of my story till it became kind of superficial. When you narrate something, you’re giving a 
condensed version. But in life, it’s not really like that.”  

Catchphrases like “creating imaginary landscapes from makeshift objects” and “recap-
turing childhood dreams and fantasies” do not begin to describe the complexity of her 
uncomfortable installations. Yet, the more these descriptions were rehashed in articles, 
everyone—including Ong herself—came to believe that was all there was to work. From 
dolls trapped in bell jars to seemingly soft coral-like forms made out of hard-metal nails 
and screws. “The more I said it, the more I convinced myself that was my story. So I 
started making pieces about imagination and makeshift objects and transformation. But 
it was never just about that. It was a means to an end.”

She found that her works were becoming bigger and bigger, but at the same time, shal-
lower and shallower in thought. She was also juggling the downside of critical acclaim. “I 
felt that people were on my heels. There aren’t many installation artists in Singapore so, 
invariably, students would choose me as a reference. I felt an anxiety to innovate because 
a whole chunk of young people were making works that looked a lot like mine. In order to 
move forward, you need to experiment and fail; yet with all these eyes on me, I felt unable 
to make a misstep.”

Recognising the need to reboot, Ong made barely any work in 2010 and returned to 
school a year later. Today, she is finally feeling excited again. “I’m taking on more com-
plex themes that I’m unable to fully explore with just one work. So, I’m pushed to make a 
next piece that delves deeper. It gives me momentum.” Going by the reception her latest 
piece, Cocoon (The Garden of Waiting Virgins), received at Art Stage Singapore in January, 
galleries and collectors are equally enthusiastic.

In it, she explores the passions and pain of being a woman, a recurring theme in her work. 
Of a wooden cupboard that opens to reveal a garden of paper cut-outs of Virgin Marys, 
she says, “As I started researching on Mary more, it struck me that she’s the only character 
in the Bible that changes. We see her at the Annunciation when she’s 14 and a bit scared. 
We see her pregnant and hopeful. Then, we see her as a mum, sorrowful at the cruci-
fixion, and then lifted up and venerated by Jesus at the end. She could almost represent 
every woman.”

Indeed, Ong has seen more than her fair share of tribulations in her own thirty-four 
years. At sixteen, she was diagnosed with lupus, a condition that has framed her out-

look as an artist and as a woman. “It means that your immune system is defective, so it 
turns against your own body. It’s usually suppressed, but you get sick more easily and go 
through different seasons where you will be in pain. I went through a period when I lost 
my hair, and another time when I had rashes all over my body.”

Lupus, however, is also what lends Ong’s work its dark edge. Her 2006 piece Secret, In-
teriors: Chrysalis comprised foetuses-like dolls trapped in glass bell jars. “The condition 
makes it more difficult for me to have children. One of my exes talked about that being a 
woman’s highest purpose, which got me thinking: what if I was this woman who couldn’t 
have children, what would I do? Would I play with dolls?”

Half a decade later, Ong continues to address these issues, but seems to have reached a 
more harmonious place. She says, “The illness teaches me about reality. We can have a lot 
of positive thinking, but sometimes life just has limits. It’s about learning how to deal with 
them and still having hope for the future.”

In March, she presented And We Were Like Those Who Dream in Lugano, Switzerland. A 
piece that builds on Cocoon, it features Annunciation pictures that alternate between the 
Virgin Mary kneeling with the angel overhead, and vice versa. “When we hope and pray 
for something, sometimes it feels like heaven and earth are coming together to make it 
happen for us. Other times, it feels barren like we’re knocking on a closed door.”

“It wasn’t just my own stories I was talking about. It’s about desires and dreams a lot of 
people have. They may not be apparent in the everyday, but we all have secret hopes we 
hold dear.”

Even in her darkest moments, Ong’s work has always been life-affirming. The beauty is 
that it can be appreciated on so many different levels. There is the visual. There is the 
conceptual. And at the core, there is her personal narrative.

Knowing Ong and her life story, her art becomes more meaningful. Like her, it’s provoca-
tive without being loud or abrasive. It deals with sensitive subjects with a light touch. For 
those of us who want to see, it brings us face-to-face with reality. And for those of us who 
want to dream, it doesn’t need to be anything more than beguiling sensual imagery.

Donna is featured in Creative Cultures: The Singapore Showcase, page 160-162.

www.donnaong.com 

Text by Patricia Lee
Photography by Sean Lee

Donna is wearing a Comme des Garçons blazer from the BLACK range.

First Person is an in-depth interview with a leading creative that delves into the private person behind the public body of work. 
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KEEPING
BALANCE
Interview by Stephanie Peh
Photography by Jovian Lim

—A hearty meal and 
conversation with local 
tastemaker, Tracy Phillips at 
Commune Bistro, on living 
beyond work and play.

Built in 1949, Phoenix Park was finally marked a historic 
site last year. The vintage whitewashed enclave is home to 
Commune Bistro and its fun mix of neighbours such as 
schools and a wellness retreat. Situated in town, yet away 
from easy public access, the area is a hideaway that allows 
one to rest and refresh. Similarly, Commune Bistro’s menu 
contains choices such as Soba and Cucumber Mint Salad or 
Truffle Oil Infused Portobello Sandwich. With a fresh take on 
eastern and western affairs combined, the food makes the 
body feel good with healthy and simple—yet decidedly 
tasty—options.

Amidst the buzz of the upcoming Asia Fashion Exchange, 
we met Tracy at Commune Bistro. It is no wonder Commune 
is one of the creative consultant’s favourite places, where 
she can find escape within the busy day-to-day. She speaks 
to us about making sound choices and bringing together 
work and play.

Hi Tracy, for a start, what is your favourite type of cuisine? Sin-
gaporeans are crazy about brunch, aren't they?
I am a big foodie, so it’s hard to choose. But, if I have to, I 
always veer towards Asian and Japanese. I must be Singa-
porean because I love brunch too. I think it’s a combina-
tion of getting up late and believing I can eat more, just 
because I’m combining two meals. My brunch picks would 
be Commune’s corn fritters and The Plain’s poached eggs 
on sourdough. 

The good thing about Singapore is that food choices are almost 
limitless, with new concepts and places emerging everywhere. 
What do you look for in new places?
Food, music, aesthetics and the energy of a space is what 
usually draws me back. Commune, Kyo, The Library and 
The Naked Finn are some recent favourites in f&b and 
nightlife. Shopping wise, Inhabit at Mandarin Gallery is 
my top pick and I recently tried a session at The Ritual, a 
gym offering a 20 -minute instructor-led group workout 
and thought it was a great concept for people like me, on a 
tight schedule and needing the push.

Do you think our lifestyles have changed or improved over the years?

Singapore has changed alot over the last few years, es-
pecially in terms of dining, nightlife and entertainment 
options. It has become more diverse and cosmopolitan; 
venues are now spread out over different districts, with 
new pockets surfacing at a greater frequency. It’s become 
more multi-faceted and there are many factors at work.

The relaxation in zoning laws has allowed for new areas to 
come up. The introduction of the Integrated Resorts has 
transformed the landscape tremendously, both architec-
turally and socially. Entrepreneurship, in my view, has 
reached the next level where we see more people taking 
greater risks with concept and location. The large growth 
in the expatriate community has also broadened the con-
sumer base and brought with it different tastes, new ideas 
and investments.

Agreed. People are continually becoming more well-travelled and 
courageous with ideas these days. What do you think is the biggest 
challenge faced by start-ups? 
In terms of infrastructure, rental and manpower costs 
are almost prohibitive. Landlords can be mercenary and 
as soon as an area develops, rentals inflate. Competition 
is also keener as the market place is no longer local but 
global as consumers are more well-travelled and anything 
can be made available at the touch of a button via the 
Internet.

Entrepreneurship, in my 
view, has reached the next 

level where we see more people 
taking greater risks with 

concept and location.

On a personal level, I learnt that even institutions can 
make big mistakes so it is crucial to trust your instincts, 
have everything in black and white and know when to cut 
losses or take a new turn.  

What is important to you when it comes to creating new experiences?
Having fun during the creative process itself and drawing 
people outside of their usual routine, opening their minds 
to new and alternative sights and sounds. 

What do you think we lack as a growing creative culture? 
I’d like to see creative expression valued more highly. I’m 
also an advocate for the benefits of having balance, such 
as doing things that enrich us. I think Singaporeans are 
very good at doing serious things, like work or spending 
time with family but when it comes to finding balance and 
happiness within, they are not so good. I would love to 
start a festival or a centre for balance by organising and 
hosting a range of talks, workshops and activities that get 
people to think, have fun, be creative and broaden their 
minds and hearts in the process. Basically, getting people 
to do things that they don’t normally do. 

Such as exercising?
Yes, to physical well being, but also for the mind. For 
example, when I see an exhibition, I get so inspired and 
wonder, why didn’t I do this earlier? We get so caught up 
in our day-to-day that we forget these things. You need 
someone to remind you, and I like the idea of being that 
person. People don’t spend enough time looking inwards 
or slowing down.

That’s true. Finally, do you have an ethos to what you do or how 
you live?
That is to be aware, to always keep growing, and to be 
present for those around me.

Tracy had Prawn & Scallop Salad–a mix of white beans, chorizo, 
hummus, rocket leaves and lemon vinaigrette. Her meal was com-
pleted with Bitter Gourd Tea. Visit Commune Bistro at Phoenix 
Park, 308 Tanglin Road, Singapore. 

www.commune.com.sg

CULTURE

Tracy is wearing a dress from SEA, purchased from INHABIT.



A lot of thought goes into your craft. What are the most difficult 
and enjoyable parts of the process for you?
Time is definitely a challenge. You only discover how 
successful a collection can be as the process goes on. It is 
nice to spend time experimenting and perfecting what the 
collection is about, as it is always difficult to look at it and 
know that it could have been taken further.

I love it when I start with an idea that is quite abstract, 
which then turns into something accessible, practical and 
wearable; something which you really want to wear. See-
ing that process coming to fruition and photographing a 
representation of the process is the most enjoyable part. 
It’s very nice to finally see the clothes on the body and how 
successful it is.

I’m very involved in the entire process and enjoy putting 
a concept together for a shoot. I love casting, editing and 

everything that contributes to evolving the brand and 
telling the stories behind the collections through visuals. 
I work closely with a team of stylists who help me with art 
direction, an amazing hair director and a make-up artist. 
When you work with the same people all the time, you are 
able to innovate and push things forward.

We couldn’t agree more. Your works are rather individualistic. Do 
you pay attention to trends?
I think one responds to things subconsciously by being 
aware of how people live and behave in social settings; 
how they dress and what they respond to. I don’t think it’s 
so much about trends, as compared to the product being 
relevant to what people want to feel. 

Please describe the Dion Lee woman.
She is a woman of character and there is a certain strength 
in how she wants to represent herself; not so much con-
veyed in power dressing, but rather, through the strength 
in her character. I’m always attracted to women who know 
exactly what they want and who they are. The clothes I 
design attract a mix of people, but it is really about how 
someone wears something and what their character brings 
to it. I like the idea that they’re not clothes that overwhelm 
someone, it’s about a type of woman that wears it in her 
own way.

Do you have a muse or muses?
There’s no celebrity or woman in history that really influ-
ences my collection, but all the women in my life definitely 
influence the way I design. I’m very close to my mother 
and sister and always found elements of their personal-
ity in the things that I do. I also rely on close friends and 
all the people I work with for important feedback. I’m 
very responsive to how people wear things and what their 
thoughts are. I’m not overly sensitive about my own de-
signs and very much appreciate honesty from the women 
around me. It’s nice to have people who do not sugarcoat 

FASHION

I’m always attracted to  
women who know exactly what 
they want and who they are ... 
I like the idea that they’re not 

clothes that overwhelm someone; 
it’s about a type of woman that 

wears it her own way.

TAKING
SHAPE
Interview by Stephanie Peh
Images courtesy of Dion Lee

—Dion Lee, on understanding 
every contour of the female 
form to create modern, lasting 
womenswear.

Born and raised in Sydney, 26-year-old Dion Lee’s back-
ground includes a stint in acting before realising that his 
childhood obsession with clothing and craft could materi-
alise as a career. Starting straight out of college, he pushed 
on and worked hard for his eponymous label. Three years 
ago, he announced his arrival with a stellar runway debut on 
the world stage, still celebrated and talked about till today. 

With the launch of just seven collections, he has already 
garnered accolades that include some of Australia’s most 
prestigious fashion awards, including the QANTAS Spirit 
of Youth Award, the Prix de Marie Claire Emerging De-
signer Award and the L’Oreal Melbourne Fashion Festival 
Designer Award, Australia’s most prestigious emerging 
designer award, as well as the coveted nod of approval 
from Vogue editor, Anna Wintour.

Despite the attention and praise showered upon his hum-
ble shoulders, the young designer stays true to his honest 
intentions and continues to create collections with a 
hands-on approach, constantly inventing his own methods 
of treating materials. 

Curious to better understand the mind of the pattern-
making extraordinaire and how his work remains sensitive 
to the body, we chat with Dion, as he generously shares the 
beliefs, values and inspirations that feed his craft.

Hi Dion, could you please take us through your design process?
Collections always start with concepts and ideas that 
happen quite early. At the start of each season, I experi-
ment with form and fabric. From there, I start sketching 
and collecting references before working with silhouettes 
and shapes. I work with a lot of fabrics that mould and sit 
away from the body, with an idea of air and light moving 
through things. It’s a very sculptural process. 



09

things for you. When I receive feedback as a male designer 
designing womenswear, the clothes become much more 
real, approachable and intuitive to how women actually 
want to dress. 

You named Paris as your favorite city. Why?
I know that if I wasn’t doing what I’m doing now, I’d love 
to be living in Paris. I find it more culturally stimulating 
than anywhere else in the world. There’s such depth of 
history in that city; every angle is beautiful and every place 
is somehow architecturally or physically inspiring. I also 
think it has a certain kind of approachability, and feels 
quite small and real. Paris is like the height of civilisation. 
There’s sophistication on all levels of design, architecture, 
art, music; all of the things I love are really beautifully 
articulated in that city. There’s also that beautiful balance 
of history and the contemporary.

What do you think contributed to your early success?
I was very driven and loved doing what I do. It wasn’t a 
question for me to put in all the time and energy or allow 
it to take over my life. I don’t think I would have had those 
opportunities if I wasn’t so dedicated to what I was doing. 

I think that’s probably why I’ve had so much support in 
Australia, because people have seen that I put so much of 
myself into what I am doing and they want to help me to 
achieve what I’m trying to achieve.

How have you handled the praise and feedback?
The Australian media have been so supportive but I’ve 
always been aware that I can’t rely on that kind of support. 
At the end of the day, the media is not the one who really 
decides whether or not you are satisfied with something. 
I’ve had press that loved things that I’ve done that I don’t 
feel are great and there have been designs that I’ve loved 
but not been well supported. 

I think it’s that balance of not putting your satisfaction 
in someone else’s hands. It’s still hard and I’m learning 
to not let it decide whether or not I am successful. I don’t 
want to build myself up to the same level of expectation 
that exists in Australia, but I’m still positive about every-
one’s support as I push my brand overseas. 

If that is the case, what is your definition of success?
Personal satisfaction. I consider myself successful only 
when I’m really satisfied with the product and the team of 
people that I’m working with. Respect and how you treat 
people is important to me; that comes through in how I 
work with everyone. Being honest about what is your own 
and what is real to you is also very important.

Dion Lee is exclusively available at Inhabit, Mandarin Gallery, 
333A Orchard Road, #02-16, Singapore.

At the end of the day,  
the media is not the one 

who really decides whether 
or not you are satisfied 

with something.

Inhabit is celebrating its tenth year 
anniversary with a series of ten events 

this year. Dion Lee’s Resort 2014 
collection will be featured in one of the 
events and he will be making a special 

guest appearance. 

Follow Inhabit’s Facebook page at 
Inhabit Singapore for updates.

The models are wearing designs from Dion Lee's 2013 Woolmark Collection.
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MUSIC

Change as fuel. Collaboration. Experimentation. These 
are three key things that local band The Observatory, or 
The Obs as they are affectionately known, emphasise in 
their philosophy and music. As self-proclaimed music 
fans, their unbridled tastes have taken them far and wide, 
across vast musical terrains; dabbling in genres as varied 
as traditional, classical and electronic. They recently com-
pleted the first draft of “Continuum,” a 50 -minute long 
work inspired by Balinese gamelan, which resulted in a 
new tonal scale and self-designed bronze instruments. We 
catch up with the band on their twelfth anniversary year, 
discuss their new projects and the climate for experimen-
tal musicians here. 

Hard as it may be, can you please describe the band’s sound?
vivian (v): The band has always been keen on exploring 
a darker terrain. In temperament, we often come across 
as melancholic, but sometimes the darkness recedes and 
a comfortable languidness creeps in. In the last few years, 
we've ventured into more sinister territory, which likely 
alienates fans of older albums.
 
With our latest release, Catacombs, we took it to the fur-
thest, expressing extreme melancholia leading to madness. 
But our music isn’t always heavy and epic-oriented. We 
love intricacy and often favour impressionistic, evocative 
strokes. In music, we like aggression but also beauty and 
fragility, and there’s all these in Catacombs.
 
leslie (l): We change the rules with each new album. Not 
just in musical direction, but also in the way we work and 
organise ourselves. Our sound changes from album to 
album quite drastically.
 
How does your music evolve?
v: We ditched normal songwriting processes after the first 

two albums. In the last five years or so, we’ve submerged 
ourselves a fair bit into improvisation, which taps into a 
more visceral side of our creative energies. The freedom 
we enjoy during our improvisational sets creates quite a 
ruckus at times, but it’s also deeply cathartic. No script, no 
score, no formula—just being on the edge and thinking 
on your toes sharpen your connection to your mates in 
the room and encourage you to think about each sound 
you’re producing every minute in a very lively way. When 
we experiment and toy around, we discover new ideas 
about sounds. Doing this everyday for two months fed the 
themes of insanity and civilised madness of Catacombs.
 
How has the local landscape shaped your music?
l: We live in a circus of constant destruction and construc-
tion; our memories decimated with each new road, tunnel, 
expressway or mall. We are indirectly a part of this, even 
if only on the periphery. With every demolished memory, 
our mental environment changes as well. It’s like we have 
to continually devise a new order to regenerate our head-
space just so our music can exist with the times.
 
v: Due to our strong Asian upbringing in one of the fastest 
growing countries in the world, we are greatly affected by 
change and conformist attitudes. This profoundly impacts 
our music and how we try to break away from popular con-
vention. As artists, we face the challenge of overcoming 
our own fear. Presenting works of integrity that resonate 
with people and also challenge and encourage positive 
change is something all artists aspire towards.
 
Your songs have rich, deep atmospheres, and are almost cinematic. 
Have you considered their potential as film scores or even video 
game soundtracks?
l: Some of us from the band have been actively involved 
in making music for films, tv commercials, short films, 
theatre and dance. Any piece of music can be added to a 
series of moving visuals and immediately a relationship 

will form between the two. But then, that's no longer just 
music. It's a scene unfolding where music takes a back seat. 
I prefer music on its own, in the fore, with the lights down 
low. No visuals are necessary as the mind will provide its 
own illumination.
 
What struggles do you face as experimental musicians in Singapore?
v: Independent artists all over the world struggle with the 
effects of globalisation, consumerism and the need to be 
financially sustainable. A general slowdown in corporate 
or private funding and a lack of viable platforms for pre-
senting work are the biggest killjoys of creative pursuits. 
Censorship—even self-censorship—inhibits honest art 
and is highly detrimental to nurturing a more deeply ana-
lytical, critical and nuanced arts scene here.
 
As musicians, we also continually face challenges to be 
progressive and relevant. We have no grand illusions 
about revolutionising music but we hope that by persisting 
in what we love, combining resources and a strong ethos 
of innovation, we can inspire and revitalise contemporary 
music here.
 
The Obs has extensive collaborations with other musicians and 
platforms of art. What drives this impetus?
l: We saw The Obs as more of a space than a band; where 
like-minded musicians would exchange ideas and influ-
ences, hang and make music.
 
v: I used to think that music has to have a certain aura 
of mystery and elusivity, but not any longer. It’s more 
gratifying to share, exchange and explore ideas together. 
It’s about experiencing life, finding out other people’s 
perspectives and growing a mutual respect while pushing 
the envelope.

How are preparations coming along for The Obs: A Documentation?
v: The filmmakers want this to be an impartial documen-

A PASSION DEEP AND WIDE
Interview by Tay Huizhen
Images courtesy of The Observatory

—The Observatory, on breaking new 
ground to reach greater heights.

“Artists to my mind are the real architects of change, and not the political legislators who implement change after the fact. 
Desperation is the raw material of drastic change. Only those who can leave behind everything they have ever believed in can 

hope to escape.” —William S. Burroughs’ words hold dear to Vivian



tary; to be told from an observer's point of view so the 
“truths” about our career and our practices can be por-
trayed without influence from the band. It’s not an official 
documentary nor one that we commissioned. 
 
l: There's no preparation on our side. The band’s story 
will be told using collected footage from various sources 
and footage gathered by the film team—Chris Yeo, Ade-
line Setiawan and Dan Koh, in the past year or more of 
them following us around. Hanging around in the band's 
shadow is not an easy job for anyone, but they have been 
considerate and thoughtful to us every step of the way.
 
What is one thing that many people don’t know about The Obs?
v: We are huge music fans. We love listening to heaps of 
different music and of course, our favourite activity would 
be an all-vinyl night party amongst friends.
 
l: We exchange music discoveries and listen widely to dif-
ferent genres of music, popular and obscure. To bring all 
these various influences into our songs makes for interest-
ing combinations and cross-blending of genres.
  
And finally, any wild dreams for your music and/or the band?
l: Never thought that we needed to arrive at a destination. 
We are good to just be.
 
v: It would be a real thrill to try out more imaginative set-
tings for shows; to play a gig in a quiet setting like an old 
stone building in the woods, where our audience would 
have to spend the night. We'd put on a special perfor-
mance at the stroke of midnight.

The Observatory will soon embark on Civilised Madness, a 15-
city tour in Italy in April and May, with a possible intermedia 
performance in Theater Aufbau Kreuzberg (TAK), Berlin. Leslie 
of The Observatory is featured in Creative Cultures: The Singa-
pore Showcase, page 270-273.

BARS 13

Waking up this morning, my recollection of last 
evening is slightly hazy. I’m unsure if this is due to 
the dim light of the cocktail bar I visited, the alcohol 
consumed or some half-awake imaginings embellish-
ing my memories. I remember entering a bookshelf 
to a passage lit with red lights. Trying to make sense 
of my surroundings, I discreetly scanned the room, 
trying to catch a glimpse of the facial expressions of 
my fellow guests, but to no avail. It seemed as if I had 
just stepped into a world of wittily designed cocktails 
shrouded in molecular fog, served by bow- tied alchemists.

Resembling a Prohibition Era American speakeasy, 
this most surreptitious of venues made one feel like a 
special guest entering a world of its own with hid-
den doors, vintage artefacts, whimsicality and, most 
importantly, finely crafted cocktails. The glassware 
paraphernalia seemed to announce their presence 
and beckoned me towards my seat. Not one item was 
the same; each unique piece thoughtfully collected by 
a charming man with thick-rimmed glasses. 

I took a seat by the lavish bar—an elaborate micmac 
of painstakingly polished pieces of nailed-together 
copper. In my mind, this could have been a prototype 
of one found at the Moulin Rouge during its heyday. 
My host took notice of my presence, welcoming me 
with a warm smile and a menu of the most fabulous 
creations.

Clearly knowledgeable and passionate about his craft, 
the charming man presented me with a “cartoonish” 
(as they described it) concoction entitled Sewer Shark, 
served in a quirky cubic container. I leaned forward, 
hoping to see the cocktail come to life. To my great 
surprise, it somewhat did! Cleverly served on an Islay 
and orange blossom fog, my very first sip of this black 
rum, whole egg, cacao and root beer infusion—with 
hints of cinnamon and nutmeg—transported me 
elsewhere. I imagined myself in a boathouse in the 

backwaters of Kerala drinking Masala Chai. Perhaps 
my imaginings were influenced by the powerful ef-
fects of alcohol or even the hallucinogenic properties 
of nutmeg. As I sipped on the drink, my host regaled 
me with the origins of the venue whilst mixing me a 
second. Conversation and drinks flowed as I was in-
troduced to American craft spirits and Italian liquors 
known only to the most fervent mixologists. 

I was then presented with a most beautifully styled 
drink: The Ice Queen. “Thoughtful,” “paradoxical,” 

“bewitching” and “Old British” were some adjectives 
that came to mind. Served in a vintage mulled wine 
glass next to a small bed of flowers, and standing on a 
simple brown ashtray, the drinkable composition was 
served over a Fernet Branca fog. The Ice Queen and its 
citrusy flavors recalled Christmases past in England 
drinking mulled wine. The vintage glass brought to 
mind Alice in Wonderland, whilst the bed of flowers evoked
the cover of The Beatles’ 1967 classic Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely 
Heart Club Band. How talented one must be to conjure 
from a drink such daydreams and remembering!

Indulging in meticulously styled cocktails and 
thoughtfully selected drinks, I thought of writing 
an entire book of experiences on this gem. A whole 
chapter would be dedicated to guests’ sketches of 
their favourite drinks, drafted before or after one 
too many drinks. The final chapter would describe 
the images evoked in each guest privileged enough 
to have stepped into this magical bar. All these would 
make a quirky series of essays worth displaying on the 
bookshelf entrance. 

My everyday may not be filled with talking rabbits or 
enchanting spells, but it is reassuring to know that 
when looking for a little bit of magic, I know just 
where it is. 

Be password ready to visit 47 Keong Saik Road, Singapore.

DOWN THE
WATERING HOLE
Text by Elodie Bellegarde; illustration by Amaris Chen

— Tales and experiences of the night 
before, quite possibly fictional, as 
recalled by its visitor.
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It did not take Mr Chow long to master the skill of cut-
ting keys and unlocking doors with wires. As a teenager, 
he recognised the temptation of the craft that could 
have possibly led him wayward. Fortunately, he kept his 
integrity and gained the trust of his father’s customers 
after inheriting the business. Even though he never adver-
tised, his customers and their following generations kept 
returning. Eventually, he was the keysmith of choice, even 
for high profile hotels, banks and vault systems. He rose 
to the challenge and put together teams that built vault 
doors and safes. Even as times evolved and card scanning 
systems and codes were soon introduced, Mr Chow stuck 
stubbornly and fearlessly by his passion. 

Cutting keys for more than half his lifetime now, Mr 
Chow's experience allows him to tell an original key from 
a bad copy. Being able to cut keys with just a number com-
bination or with simple hand tools, without the aid of any 
machinery, he remains the key cutter of choice for many, 
especially when it comes to pieces the machines cannot 
cut, such as those for safes as the keys required are slightly 
more complicated to decipher. While other keysmiths 
would choose to turn down these jobs or charge exces-
sively, these are challenges Mr Chow would be more than 
happy to embrace.

While the word “Handy” in his store name refers to con-
venience, it was always about offering quality service to 
his customers. It was never Mr Chow’s intention to simply 
make money, but to create a trustworthy business. Each 
completed key is marked with the Handy Service stamp as 
a testament to Mr Chow’s sense of perfection and responsi-
bility for every piece of key he cuts. 

Mr Chow owns over 20 key cutting machines that came 
from various generations, and even though he does not 
have any use for most of them anymore–some are old and 
have “retired earlier than him”–he still keeps them as they 
hold great sentimental value.

He shares that the older he becomes, and the more keys 
and locks he makes, the more interested and passionate 
he becomes. It is a job that he wants to do better than 
anyone else. He keeps old books, magazines and notes of 
various key types and locks and still reads them regularly. 
Till today, at 66, he believes that he is still part of a learn-
ing process that will never be fully complete.

Visit Handy Service at 101 Upper Cross Street, #02-51 People's 
Park Centre, Singapore.

NEIGHBOUR  N'02

Text by Stephanie Peh
Images courtesy of GOVT

MR CHOW

ABSOLUT ELYX

THE CRAFT OF 
PERFECTION

Collections of keys sit on hooks of a cart, awaiting to be 
assigned a unique combination of numbers that would 
define their five, sometimes six, body of teeth, all cut to 
perfection by Mr Chow Ho Weng, who runs Handy Service 
in a cart located at the heart of Chinatown. 

At a time when skeleton keys were the norm, a young Mr 
Chow learnt about the trade and skills of traditional key 
cutting from his father. Delving into the mysterious world 
of keys and locks, experimenting with wires and lock picking 
was his childhood play and growing up was about crafting 
perfect combinations, and polishing them until they fit. 

Mr Chow Ho Weng, keysmith of Handy 
Service, is a craftsman celebrated by 
ABSOLUT ELYX, as part of The Craft Of 
Perfection campaign, with an open exhibi-
tion held from the 29th of March to the 
5th of April, 2013.
 
ABSOLUT ELYX is a premium vodka 
that honours the roots of Swedish spirit-
making tradition. Manually distilled in 
a copper column still from 1929, and 
handcrafted from a single harvest of 
Swedish winter wheat, ABSOLUT ELYX is 
the result of century-old expertise, passed 
down through generations of Swedish 
vodka makers. In the spirit of this unique 

creation, ABSOLUT ELYX launched The 
Craft Of Perfection campaign to highlight 
the importance and significance of local 
craftsmanship and artisanal trades that are 
now a rarity in modern, urban Singapore.
 
The Craft Of Perfection campaign pays 
tribute to artisanship in Singapore by 
showcasing a craftsman’s journey and 
heritage through his or her everyday life. 
It spotlights not only the age-old tools 
and quality materials that have shaped 
the craft, but also the traditions and skills 
passed down through generations—the 
human touch of the craftsman and years 
of unwavering dedication and toil through 

generations of craft-making.
         
Through this campaign, the public will 
discover the humble beginnings of a local 
craftsman and the rich experiences behind 
the craft. By featuring the stories of a 
craftsman like Mr Chow, ABSOLUT ELYX 
aims to show that craftmanship cuts across 
various disciplines and backgrounds, and 
yet one unifying trait that all craftsmen 
share is a relentless pursuit of perfection 
that is a craft in itself. 

Images courtesy of The Absolut Company

www.absolutelyx.sg

—Championing the art and spirit 
of time-honoured trades.
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When walking down the Lorong Liput entrance to Hol-
land Village, there is a shaded section towards the left 
where a vast, colourful array of magazines, newspapers 
and periodicals—both mainstream and eclectic—sits. 
Third-generation owner Mr. P Senthilmurugan, known to 
his customers as Sam, has kept the long-running heart-
land newsstand afloat out of sheer love for the business. 
The soft-spoken man shares his take on new media and 
lesser-known facts about the popular family-run store. 

Thambi Magazine Store has been around for a long time. How 
did it start?
My grandfather, Govindasamy, was a migrant from India 
who came to Singapore in the 1930s. He delivered news-
papers on bicycle in the Holland Village kampong. At that 
time, my father, G.P. Thambi, was still schooling when he 
met with an accident. He didn’t go back to his studies and, 
instead, helped my dad with his business. The British sol-
diers who stayed in Chip Bee Gardens would ask my father 
for popular magazines. In 1996, we got the shop space.

And you took over soon after? How did your father show you  
the ropes?
I was preparing to become a seaman but it was too 
labour-intensive. From young, I helped my dad to sort the 
newspapers early every morning, at seven, to get pocket 
money. But when he had diabetes later on, I took over 
the family business. I never wanted to do it, but I’m really 
thankful to my dad because my love for the business grew 
over time. He tells me that the more you struggle, the 
better you will be.

What was the publishing industry like back then, as compared  
to now?
Back then, money was small but value was big. The indus-
try today has reached its peak; you can get any magazine 
easily. People say that technology is killing the industry, 
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but I think the trade will survive. Browsing magazines at a 
shop is more relaxing than searching for titles on the net.

My friends have told me to diversify, saying, “All young-
sters are now on iPhones or iPads. WHSmith and Borders 
have all gone down.” Others also said my business would 
die during the dot-com boom. I’ve had good times, and 
days where I had to struggle, but nothing ventured, noth-
ing gained.

Since taking over, what new elements did you introduce to the 
business?
In those days, my father would wrap up the magazines. 
But there would be no exposure to new customers this 
way. So, I came up with the display and how the magazines 
should be categorised. Magazine display is an art. One 
subject can have different angles. You must know the titles 
well to classify them.

Who are your regulars? Do people come from afar?
Some Indonesian customers come to the shop every 

month and spend up to a few hundred dollars each time. 
I’ve also seen ministers, actresses and football players 
browsing at my shop. Customers who have migrated also 
pop by for a chat when they come back. 

You’ve lived in Holland Village for many years. What is the com-
munity like here?
My father’s kampong friends are still around. There used 
to be an open-air theatre here and I’m friends with the 
son of the owner. My staff is also family. My sister does the 
accounting while my mom, wife, cousin and myself take 
turns to run the store. My brother collects the magazines 
from the suppliers. I have three to four other staff, some 
of whom have been here since my father’s time.

What are some obscure titles that people ask for?
Those unapproved ones! People kept asking for Cosmopol-
itan and Maxim. Until there was a local version, we kept 
having problems with the censor board. 

What is your vision for Thambi?
I’d love to bring in more titles with a bigger space. The 
magazine industry is like a big universe. There’s monthly, 
bi-monthly and quarterly magazines. You can re-print 
books again and again, but the content stays the same. 
Magazines always have to update themselves so there’s 
always new material. You can get lost in them.

Will you sell the shop in the future or pass it down to your chil-
dren?
I need to find the right person who will do it not just for 
money’s sake. Until I die, I’ll do this. My children love the 
magazines; my daughter loves Reader's Digest. It’s up to my 
children, but they must first complete their education and 
have a real interest in the business to run it.

Visit Thambi Magazine Store at 211 Holland Avenue, #01-K4, 
Holland Road Shopping Centre, Singapore.

I never wanted to do it, but I’m 
really thankful to my dad because 
my love for the business grew over 
time. He tells me that the more you 

struggle, the better you will be.

—P. Senthilmurugan, or “Sam,” 
on the ups and downs of the 
magazine industry.
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There is a portrait I love of Ivan Chermayeff (b. 1932) 
and Tom Geismar (b. 1931). It must have been taken in 
the early 60s, shortly after the two Yale classmates set out 
to take the New York design world by storm. They were 
original Mad Men. Tom is in the back, looking all-the-
world like a young Barry Goldwater: chunky glasses, fist 
to the chin, conservative black suit. He is the cornerstone. 
Ivan lounges in front, the jacket of his continental chalk-
stripe suit thrown rakishly open, a fat Rep tie in a double 
Windsor, his hair combed back and curling over the ear in 
a style that is at once that of a Victorian poet and presag-
ing the gathering revolution. The leather briefcase is at 
the ready, soon to burst open with some remarkable new 
concept and he is flanked by the de rigueur African sculp-
ture, an emblem of any died-in-the-wool modernist. But 
it is his expression that captures me: it's a combination of 
Ivy hauteur and Russian intensity. He’s a part émigré, part 
Andover man. He defies the camera.

Some 40 or 50 years later he is still swank and wears an 
expression of slight bemusement as if he finds my fascina-
tion with him charming, if a bit naïve. He has softened but 
maintains an air, something of Nabokov in his Montreux 
years. We’re in his studio, surrounded by Saul Steinberg 
drawings, talking about his father, the infamous architect 
Serge Chermayeff. “He was probably a little too difficult 
to be an architect,” he recalls with a laugh, “or at least one 
that has to be nice to clients. He was very outspoken and 
he scared the daylights out of people. He demanded rigor-
ous thinking. He was always telling his students that they 
should forget architecture and think about driving a taxi 
or something…”

And as a father? 
As a father he had a very different perspective. He thought 
anything that my brother or I did was great, whether it was 
good or not. He was totally supportive of us.

When you describe his rigor, the way he got his students to push 
beyond received ideas and get to something new, something es-
sential, I see a parallel in your work. It is all about honing down 
an idea to an essence. 
Well, I do believe in trying to boil things down, to pare 
off the extra fat, and to make ideas as simple, direct and 
unencumbered as possible.

BEFORE REALITY
SETS IN

Ivan Chermayeff in conversation with Michael Rock

Guest is a dedicated space to 
celebrate the voice of independent 
magazines from around the world 
by giving renewed life to once 
published, but never forgotten 
articles. The featured article, 
“Before Reality Sets In,” was first 
published in the Winter 2011/12 
issue of 032c, a contemporary 
magazine that celebrates cutting-
edge art, culture and fashion.

A search for purity? 
That’s not so easy to achieve. It takes a lot of work to get 
rid of the stuff that creeps up around you. People will tell 
you that something is great and you believe them because 
you want to, not because it actually makes sense. You have 
to stay rational and keep pushing.

You have to have discipline.
It’s not so much a matter of discipline as it is of attitude. 
Just because you put in 10 hours doesn’t mean it’s worth 
anything. You have to stop talking yourself into things that 
don’t work… it’s an endless task.

So how do you get there? 
I still like the idea of simple means. I believe a good place 
to design things is in the cab returning from the meeting 
you just had. There’s no interference and no telephones 
ringing, and you don’t have to talk to the driver. You can 
just think. It’s a very intense 15 or 20 minutes.

You suggested Serge was abrasive, but you’re fabled as a brilliant 
presenter and advocate for your ideas. Are you smoother than he 
was? 
Yes. I think so. I’ve always been fairly good at it. But you 
know, being a graphic designer, you’re solving other peo-
ple’s problems. It’s a very collaborative act but in order to 
do it well you’ve got to be tough. You cannot allow people 
to destroy themselves, which they have a tendency to do.

Destroy themselves? 
Yes! Very often clients are extremely smart people who 
don’t know that they’re their own worst enemies. It takes a 
special client to realize that their consultants are actually 
better at something than they are. 

And it takes balls to walk into a room of clients and after months 
of working and thousands of dollars show them something very 
simple, and they’re like… that’s it?  
Yes it does and it takes good clients too, clients who respect 
the process. Having been working now for over 50 years, 
I can count the good clients on two or three hands. Why 
they’re good is a magical thing. It has to do with wanting 
to participate in something they don’t really understand. 
Most people are blind. And to be simultaneously blind 
and very smart, and recognize it, takes a rare person.

And you were leading clients into new visual territory. Do you 
think your move toward abstraction in the early 60s paralleled 
the emergence of multinational conglomerates that were no longer 
identified with any particular product? 
 You mean something that is abstract and mutable, yet 
functional because of its intellectual intricacy, allowing 
it to be flexible and open to participation? Well maybe 
it’s like a really good piece of pottery, a really good bowl, 
which, by the way, is not that common either. You still have 
to make a very good bowl.

And you made some of the best. Did you have a sense in 1960 that 
you were trying to create a new kind of visual language? 
No, I don’t think so. You always are trying but I don’t 
think you can create new languages by decree. I think they 
come from a reasonable, open attitude towards the work 
itself. You do what you can do and it becomes new if you 
keep chopping off the excess baggage that you’re carrying 
around.

And can you recognize when you’re done with all that chopping? 
There is a moment and it usually has nothing to do with 
the deadline. Sometimes you have the answer immediately 
and the best thing you can possibly do is to shut-up for at 
least two weeks. Then you pick it back up and it changes 
anyway.

Because?  
Because reality sets in. Then you have to be careful not to 
destroy it with too much reality.

I think that’s a great thought to finish on. 

Tom Geismar and Ivan Chermayeff, original Mad Men
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have to regain not only the ability to feel strong emotion, 
but our muscle memory for creative, optimistic action. 

Ultimately, criticality is incomplete without creativity, just 
as thinking without doing leaves us still with unrealised 
potential, squandering the next ten minutes.

There is nothing quite as effective in countering personal 
and collective inertia as a quick sketch.

At global design firm ideo, where I work, we’ve just run
a ‘Make-a-thon’, a 2-day event where civil servants and 
designers come together to create tangible expressions of 
our shared challenges—the brief being: inspire how local 
communities might take more initiative to improve things 
around them; to create a new notion of neighbourhood 
that is relevant for today. At this event, the philosophy of 
quick and dirty prototyping (expressing ideas to just the 
right level of tangibility that’s enough to get design feed-
back on) got turbo-charged by my colleague Ben Forman 
to supersonic and filthy prototyping, pushing the metaphor 
to work even harder and faster than before.

The wave that started with desktop publishing in the pc 
era has since become a full-scale groundswell that some 
like to call the ‘maker revolution’. These days, anyone with 
$3000 can acquire a Makerbot and start making plastic  
thingamajigs. The number of ted talks by scientists oblique-
ly anticipating the day we can print ourselves new livers has 
reached a point where this stuff actually seems feasible. 

But apart from firing up the global geek imagination, this 
so-called revolution points to a simpler truth—that of 
human capacity for renewal, intelligence, and building on 
the ideas of others. Take even the Harlem Shake (or other 
show of international one-upmanship). Collaboration and 
makerly expression are in our dna. Tangible expressions 
of solutions, in the form of purposefully unfinished pro-
totypes, have the power to melt polarities and help people 
realise: we’ve wanted the same thing all along. 

Tangibility grounds optimism, and is its first expression. It 
takes others along the journey. The question for us living 
in Singapore is how to harness the potential, given that 
we’ve only just begun to elevate the creative disciplines 
and redefine their boundaries. And if on a global scale, 
2011-12 was the season of revolution, might 2013-14 usher 
in the next step of rebuilding, of restoration?

At the recent Art-in-Film Festival screening of the Ai Weiwei 
documentary Never Sorry (2012), there is a moment where 
the Chinese artist and activist says something to the effect 
of: “I think life is more meaningful if you put in a little bit 
of effort.” 

At a time where claiming and expressing optimism can 
feel surprisingly counter-cultural, here’s to your next ten 
minutes. 

Bubble Up is a column of emerging insights by Yishan Lam, a 
designer at IDEO.

Where in life we do everything we can to avoid anxiety, in art 
we must pursue it. This is difficult. Everything in our life and 
culture, regardless of our background, is dragging us away. Still, 
there is this sense of something imminent. And what is imminent, 
we find, is neither the past nor the future, but simply—the next 
ten minutes. — Morton Feldman

One of the silliest misconceptions about creativity is that it 
is borne out of unfettered white space. As much as a blank 
canvas presents creative potential, it is more medium than 
stimulus, more context than content. You can’t just take a 
poop on white paper and call it art. Your little poop has 
no social value as expression or critique until it is tested 
through the fire of time, interpretation and application 
and found to be... gold.  

In fact, designers do their best work within the constraints 
of a brief, which can be aesthetic or functional, imposed 
by self, others or by resource. This much money, for this 
very outcome, serving this many people, in this particular 
way. Making much of little is itself creativity: the whole 
point of being a designer is to be able to take a leap, while 
staying somewhat close to the ground.

It is creativity which makes us human—the ability to sow 
into the culture around us. Funny how we forget this, es-
pecially when things heat up and become uncomfortable. 
Even as we’re in a point of social transition trying to recon-
cile what has brought us here, and what will take us to the 
next era, as a nation wrestles with its sense of boundary, 
and as one generation rises up to take over the next, we 

MessyMsxi faces some sacrifices as an illustrator. She earnestly prays to God to constantly multiply her hair. www.messymsxi.com

BUBBLE UP

THE NEXT TEN MINUTES
Text by Yishan Lam; illustration by Amaris Chen

—On criticality, creativity, and tangible expression.
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the u store supports the growing community of 
independent craftsfolk who shy away from products of 
novelty and dedicate themselves to creating pieces that 
are made to last through generations. It is with shared 
beliefs in traditional processes, integrity of materials 
used and sensitivity in design details that we seek to col-
laborate with these select craftsfolk to present simple, 
honest items of handmade distinction. 

All items are available at select stores worldwide and 
online. 

www.underscoremagazine.com/store

THE V AVE SHOE REPAIR JOURNAL

An everyday container for personal thoughts and ideas, 
The V Ave Shoe Repair Journal was specifically crafted 
in weight and size for portability. The raw design is in-
tentional to exhibit a gradual process of wear and tear 
with its constant use.

THE POSTALCO CARD HOLDER

Made of naturally cured and tanned matt calfskin 
leather with pressed fabric interior pockets. Every fold 
and stitch of The Postalco Card Holder is strategically 
located and meticulously manufactured with the skilled 
precision of Japanese craftsmen.

CREATIVE CULTURES:  
THE SINGAPORE SHOWCASE

creative cultures: the singapore showcase is an 
underscore special edition, showcasing the works of 
over 100 Singaporean creatives, ranging from fields 
of art, design, music and photography. The theme, 
Uncover was established for Singapore, describing the 
beginning of a creative culture. With an irreversible 
scratch-and-see gold hardcover, the reader is invited to 
scratch and Uncover an original curation of disciplines, 
with over 280 pages of visuals and interviews.

www.creative-cultures.com

THE VANGUARD BICYCLE

Made with copper-plated handlebar, stem, and crank 
electroplated in three processes, The Vanguard Bicycle 
is put together by hand. The ride is complemented with 
vintage Eighties Japanese bike frame, fork and a leather 
saddle fit for daily commute.

UNDERSCORE N°4:  
THE FLIGHT ISSUE

underscore is an independent magazine attuned to 
a simple rhythm; quality of life. underscore n°4: the 
flight issue takes a departure from routine, a leap 
of faith to reassess. The last page features an insert of 
a paper plane model that may be punched out and as-
sembled. 

Another definition of underscore is background music, 
hence a soundtrack complete the reading experience of 
each issue, and is available on the website for download. 
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EDITOR'S NOTE

Time and time again, we’re often asked the same recur-
ring questions: “Why did you start underscore?” “Why 
start the u press?” “What made you want to do this?”

Well-rehearsed, our reflex replies are: “Because we love 
print.” 

“There wasn’t anything out there quite like it.” 

“We wanted to do more for the community.”

Don't get us wrong. These are our honest answers. 

Though if we may, kindly allow us to readdress the sum of 
questions as, “Why do we even create at all?”

A good friend once told me he was thankful that his two 
young spirited boys never enjoyed watching the tv and 
rarely used the computer, unless required for school work. 

“That’s unusual Mike, did you set these rules for them?” 

“Not really. We don’t enforce any rules on them. We just 
think it’s important that they have hope.”

“Hope...,” such a familiar comfort.

“Yes, I think when we create something, doesn’t matter 
what it is, we create for the future, for things to come... We 
encourage our kids to play, with tools, materials, to build 
things, with their hands... It is from creating that they 
learn to have hope.”

Mike Abelson of Postalco, with the most defining answer to 
all questions that come our way.

Justin Long




