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The profile

Exploring a new stage

With roots in Shaanxi opera, Zhang Li explains why she was drawn to Singapore’s diverse
Chinese opera scene.

Honouring the roots of Yue Opera, Zhang Li recently
mentored a special August performance rehearsal at
Sam Kiang Huay Kwan.

Shaanxi-born Zhang Li's first Chinese
opera teacher was her father. He was a
renowned performer of wusheng roles
(martial arts male roles - a Chinese opera
character archetype) as well as a director.
At 13, she entered a professional arts
school to learn Shaanxi opera (also known
as gingiang), and soon became an award-
winning performer who specialised in the
huadan (ingenue) and wudan (martial arts
female role) archetypes.

Translation: Hong Xinyi
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Then she decided to follow in her
father’s footsteps and became a director.
“The career of an opera performer can
be relatively short, especially for the
more physically demanding archetypes,”
she explains. “Directing can offer more
professional longevity.”

After studying directing at the Central
Academy of Drama and the National
Academy of Chinese Theatre Arts, she
was recommended for a teaching role at
the Singapore Chinese Opera Institute.
The performers there were not full-time
professionals. However, she noticed that
there were many different types of Chinese
opera in this small city-state, some she
had never encountered. “I thought this
diversity might open up new creative
possibilities for me.”

So she made the move to Singapore. In her early
years here, she introduced students to Chinese opera
at primary and secondary schools, and helped adults
in community groups hone their singing techniques
and gestural vocabularies. Nights and weekends were
spent rehearsing with various opera troupes.

The first large-scale opera she directed in
Singapore was The Savage Land, a modern Hainanese
opera (also known as giongju) staged in 2006 by the
Singapore Hainan Society. Directing Xiang Lin's Wife,
a Shaoxing opera (also known as yueju), was also
memorable. The work was based on a short story by
author Lu Xun, and was presented more like a modern
play. Zhang believes this production best reflected
the directing style she has honed in Singapore.

Local troupes tend to rely on classic Chinese
operas because there is not enough homegrown
talent to create original scripts and scores. She hopes
to see operas that reflect Singaporean themes, and
some are trying their hand at this: The Singapore Sam
Kiang Huay kwan and Sam Kiang Chinese Opera are
preparing to stage an original shaoxing opera about

early immigrants in Singapore, and plan to include
Peranakan, Malay, and Indian cultural elements.
Singapore’s Chinese opera scene still mostly
comprises amateur performers. Zhang encourages
them to interpret their roles in their own way,
and make various adjustments to adapt to their
capabilities. She is also heartened by the growing
numbers of young new immigrants and locals who
are learning and watching Chinese opera. “Students
and troupes here respect this art form. Even when
conditions are tough, there is a lot of warmth among
everyone. Otherwise, why would | have stayed?”
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Special report

Getting a kick out of

team spirit

For these new immigrants, football is a shared passion that helped form friendships and

build a sense of community.

HAN FENG
(Permanent resident, originally from Shandong,
China)
When he first came to Singapore, Han Feng lived at
a student hostel which had a large field with very
tall grass. He and some fellow students borrowed
a lawnmower to trim the grass so that they could
play football. They liked AC Milan, so they called
themselves AC Team.

Later, some team members left Singapore, and
Han got injured during a match and had to lay off the
sport for a year. AC Team disbanded — a common

Translation: Hong Xinyi

fate for many amateur teams. But
Han didn't leave football behind.
After recovering from his injury,
he joined a new team.

Now 41, he is the captain of
an amateur football team, and has
many administrative responsibilities.
These include organising practice sessions,
looking for sponsors, and preparing for overseas
matches.“Football helps you make many friends and
learn many things,” he says.

SUN JIBIN

(New citizen, originally from are welcomed, regardless of their gender or country
Liaoning, China) of origin, and he hopes people stay on because
In the BWS football team, no  everyone is treated with respect.
tackling is allowed. Team captain All team members have day jobs, and one

Sun Jibin explains: “We play  jmpulsive tackle can result in months of not being

happy and healthy football.” able to work. So he would rather minimise contact,

Since he started this team  and encourage more laughter when they get
fouryears ago, it has grown toover  together. “I hope that every week there is always
180 members. For Sun, the spirit of this  one day where we can look forward to playing

team is not about winning or losing. All newcomers  football.”

YING JUN

WU FAN
(New citizen, originally from Chongqing, China)
Watching the 1994 World Cup made Wu Fan fall in love
with football. When he moved to Singapore, he played
regular football with different teams, then switched
to the five-a-side format with a group of friends in
Yishun. They played after work several times a week.
Then, when he moved to Sengkang, the first thing
he looked for in his new neighbourhood was not a
mall nor an eatery but a football field. He also started
looking for new football buddies who lived in this
area, and was able to form a group within a month.
Taking partin amateur competitions helps him improve
his skills and make new friends, he says. “Football
techniques and strategies are always changing, so
we must keep up with the times,” he says.

NI ZHENGHUI

(New citizen, originally from Fujian, China)

In China, Ni Zhenghui trained at a sports school,
and once played for Fuqging City. During his national
service in Singapore, he became the captain of the
Air Force football team.

In 2012, Ni founded amateur team TUFC. It now
has over 130 members from different countries.
Football is their common language, and team
members keep in touch even when they leave
Singapore.

That was true for Ni
as well. A few years ago, he
moved to Australia and left the
management of PUFC to others.
In his absence, it lost its cohesion, and

many members told him they hoped that he would
return. When Ni eventually came back to Singapore,
he found those familiar teammates waiting, and
realised that what everyone was attached to was
not their weekly match but the sense of belonging
they felt when they played together.

(New citizen, originally from Zhejiang, China)
Football was a childhood hobby for Ying Jun. When
he moved to Singapore in 2005, he looked for people
to play through online forums and WeChat groups.
These days, he plays with a group that is mostly
made up of new immigrants. After a match, they
share meals and chat about their lives. “At first, we
shared a common interest. And slowly we became
friends,” he says.

Ying used to work at a telecommunications

company, and his current job is related to artificial
intelligence. These days, jobs and technologies evolve
rapidly, which can be exhausting. But
football is different. On the pitch,
the rules are simple. And for a few
hours every weekend, Ying and
his friends get to run and sweat
without getting hung up on
winning or losing.

WANG SHUAI

(New citizen, originally from
Anhui, China)
Once a professional football player,
Wang Shuai now runs the Bar
Soccer. Customers include players

from Singapore Chong Hwa Football

Club, as well as football fans.

For Wang, football lasts way beyond the

90 minutes of a match. On the pitch, players train
and compete. Off the pitch, they watch matches,
chat, and hang out — just like what his customers
do at his bar. “Football is a way for strangers to
become friends,” he says. Matches always end,
but these relationships continue. And the sense
of community that arises from these relationships
can be the most meaningful thing about football.
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Across cultures

New Chinese immigrants

in Singapore

From professional motivations to modes of connection, the immigrants who arrived in
Singapore from the 1990s onwards are distinct from earlier sojourners.

Most of Singapore’s ethnic Chinese population have
descended from immigrants who arrived here before
World War II. They were primarily from Guangdong and
Fujian provinces, and belonged to Hokkien, Teochew,
Cantonese, Hakka, and Hainanese dialect groups. They
immigrated to escape turbulence, and made their living
as merchants or labourers. These people saw themselves
as sojourners in Singapore, and felt a strong desire to
return to their roots.

In 1978, China’s economic reform and open-
door policy kick-started emigration. After Singapore
established diplomatic relations with China in 1990,
trade ties grew as well, and a new wave of Chinese
immigrants arrived here.

Known as new immigrants, they have more diverse
origins that span China’s northern and southern regions,
as well as coastal and inland areas. They tend to be
professionals seeking better career opportunities and
a higher quality of life. In a globalised world where
talent is more mobile, these people believe in sinking
their roots in their chosen new home.

EVOLVING COMMUNITY ORGANISATIONS

Early Chinese community organisations were
mostly formed around the five major dialect groups, and
could be divided into three main categories: geography

Translation: Hong Xinyi

(often at the county level), blood ties, and
occupation. During the British colonial era,
these organisations addressed the needs of
the local Chinese community, and promoted
localisation while maintaining connections
with China.

After Singapore’s independence in
1965, many of their functions were gradually
handed over to government agencies. The
number of cross-dialect and cross-ethnic
organisations increased, while some
smaller community organisations began
facing declining and ageing membership
in the 1980s.

For new immigrants, the earliest and
largest associations they set up in Singapore
were the Singapore Tian Fu Association (established in
2001) and the Hua Yuan Association (2002). Both welcome
immigrants from all parts of China. Other new immigrant
groups are organised by geography, but typically at
the province rather than county level. There are also a
considerable number of alumni associations, reflecting
the higher levels of education among new immigrants.

Comprising first-generation immigrants, these
associations are dynamic. They work with government
entities and local organisations on events such as
charitable activities, and work hard to promote cross-
cultural interactions.

They also serve as platforms that connect talent,
businesses, and resources from Singapore and China.
Through forums and seminars, they explore topics such
as technology and investment. Many are also focused
on cultural transmission. By creating scholarships and
internships for youths, they hope to nurture a new
generation with bi-cultural perspectives.

These new immigrant associations have injected
vitality into Singapore society. As Chinese community
organisations evolve from stressing the emotive ties
of kinship to a stronger focus on concrete benefits and
common values, they also signpost a future where such
entities will be more open, pragmatic, and exert a wider
sphere of influence.

Food talk

Brewing Kopi 2.0

Strong and aromatic, the taste of Nanyang coffee is unmistakable,

and adds a potent punch to new-generation beverages and

desserts.

Translation: Hong Xinyi

Coffee came to Southeast Asia, also known by the Chinese as Nanyang
(meaning the southern seas), via trade led by European colonial powers. By the
19th century, it had become firmly entrenched in Singapore’s colonial society. Many
Hainanese migrants worked for Western households, where they learned how
to brew this beverage before eventually introducing it to local coffeeshops. Early
customers at these places were often opium users who preferred strong flavours.
Their palate influenced an important innovation — roasting coffee beans with
white sugar and butter, so that the taste of caramelised sugar and the richness of
butter add to the robust flavour and aroma of the beans. This heady blend is what
makes Nanyang coffee (also known as kopi) special.

Creative beverages

Nanyang coffee’s distinct flavour
blends well with other ingredients. For
instance, a traditional combination
features a pat of butter in a cup of
Nanyang coffee. You can still order
such butter coffee at Heap Seng Leong
coffeeshop (North Bridge Road Block
10).

Such coffee can also be blended
with tea. This combination is famously
known as yuanyang (in Mandarin), or
yinyong (in Cantonese, a nod to its
Hong Kong origins).

At Coffee Break’s three hawker
stalls, orders of Nanyang coffee
can be combined with many other
unusual flavours, such as almond,
black sesame, and cinnamon. Over at
Ms Durian (Kelantan Road), Nanyang
coffee is mixed with the intense taste
of durian. At Great Nanyang outlets, it
is poured hot into iced coconut water
to create a refreshing drink.

A recent coffeeshop favourite:
combining black Nanyang coffee
with Milo, and condensed milk or
evaporated milk. This concoction
is known as ho ka sai, which has
been interpreted as the Hokkien
pronunciation of “tiger bites lion",
as well as a Cantonese phrase that
means” an awe-inspiring aura”.

=
Unique desserts

Nanyang coffee also adds a kick
to different desserts. BakeDept's Kopi
Gao With Peanut Butter Toasties ice
cream recreates the flavours of strong
Nanyang coffee and toast, a classic local
breakfast order. At Cat &The Fiddle, try
a cheesecake infused with kopi-o (the
local term for black Nanyang coffee).
Pine Garden (Ang Mo Kio Ave 10 Block
529) also offers O’ School Kopi Cake,
which is inspired by Nanyang coffee and
strikes just the right balance between
sweet and bitter.

Mister Donut’s Pon De Kopi-licious
mochi doughnuts are also infused
with the flavour of Nanyang coffee,

and coated in coffee milk chocolate.
At Chocoelf, the Kopi Siu Dai chocolate
bar (borrowing its name from the local
term for Nanyang coffee with less sugar)
blends dark chocolate with deep-
roasted local coffee. Meanwhile, DDSD
(Hong Lim Market & Food Centre) has
created Kopi-curd, a beancurd made
with carefully selected whiteco ffe e
powder and black coffee

powder, and served

with coffee syrup.

® ¢ & ¢ & & ¢ ¢ 9O



\,\4 By ne 95 F PB4 U4

‘ Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Assocnatlons

ove FEREN L&

%?H&Zﬁlu\téi

=R TPED i)

E-IE-:E
-
r
o

&N www.sfcca.sg/oneness

BNzl E =R
=R AN LI REA

%

SINGAPORE CLAN FOUNDATION

+ . r ek EmTREE CULTURAL
g2 =1k m{; C %  MATCHING



