Criticism: a Continuum
of Reflections
Isit aRare Commodity?
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people involved in writing criticism; in fact, there is awebsite which has been

going since 1996, and a sense of accretion isjust starting to make its presence
fdt in some of the more recent reviews (www.inkpot.com/theatre/). However,

something about the general tenor of reviews here seems to be bound in with

the immediacy and singularity of the event, such that it dways seems more
important to comment on who was good and who was bad and whether or not

the lighting was nice, than to explore the themes of the piece, or to understand

it in a broader context.

Not being systematic in my reviewing, as | sad earlier, | nevertheless
understand the totdity of the work | do - academic writing, theatre-making,
even teaching - as both acreative and a criticd practice. It feds like the idea
of acritica practice is something that one can pursue in anumber of different
ways. it's not defined by a particular form, but rather the way in which one
is able to sustain a certain perspective and approach across a range of works
and events. | like to think that this is what might be meant by criticdity, and
| like to think it is possible!

There are many other things | could say to develop this, but maybe I'll
just finish on a dightly different note. At the end of last week, the Maaysan
writer and theatre maker Krishen Jit passed away. He had been ill for awhile,
and afew weeks ago, | had to go to a conference in the US, and then onein
Wades. | had heard that he was not wdl, and so | took his book of collected
writings, 'An Uncommon Position’ with me. | had this feding that if he should

An ancient form of music popular in the Northeast of Thailand and Laos.
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die while | was away, | might need it; that | would turn to his writings to
remember him. In the event, | carried his book round the world and back, and
| never opened it! In retrospect, though, maybe that was the point. It was more
akind o homage than anything else. And maybe, too, it expresses some kind
o fath in criticism. I'm dways carrying lots o books around - my wife
jokingly cdls it 'the burden of knowledge - but that image of something you
have with you, something that may be an encumbrance, that you may not
actudly need or use when you plan to, but whose potentid (we might say
"potential energy”, and here | think of Josef Beuys describing his treated
books as "batteries’) remains present and actua; as does, right now, the
memory o Krishen.

The CD ison the lagt track. Although the woman singer is much more
garishly dressed than Jintara Poonlarp,- she sings more gently: in this case,
those are the only critical criteria | have to go on.

Best regards
Paull

2 Well-known Morlom female singer from the Northeast of Thailand.
% Likay is one of the main dramatic art forms of Thailand, which is popular and often performed at village festivals in the south
of the country. It includes dance, stories, singing, comedy and ham acting, with colourful costumes.
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'Regietheater’, literally 'director's theatre', refers to a German speciality which gives the director absolute freedom in
interpretation, resulting in highly inspired performances as well as dire aberrations.
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From: Paul Rae
To. Chetana Nagavajara
Date: 14 May 2005

Dear Chetana

Many thanks for your mail, and for putting me to shame (asif | needed
reminding) for my English parochidism. We redlly are hopeless when it comes
to substantial engagement with continental European theatre culture, and even
though | speak French, | fed woefully ill-informed about what's going on there
and esewhere beyond the shores of my sometime-homeland. On the other
hand, | have made a couple d madcap trips specificdly to see performances
that | thought might be useful for my PhD: once to Utrecht to see Ea Sola, and
once to Vienna, to see something at the Schauspielhaus. In the end, | wrote on
neither, and at least one of them wasn't good at al. Catching an early morning
flight back from Amsterdam less than twenty-four hours &fter arriving, and
having spent the night in the airport for want of accommodetion funds, | redly
did wonder what kind of idiot would travel so far and at such inconvenience to
St in a near-empty theatre in Holland for eighty minutes of dance-thesatre in
Vietnamese. It's a cautionary tale for sure, athough | don't know whether it's
one about my own obsessions, or the perverse dlure o the theatrica event.

| was very interested to read the two documents you attached about the
projects relating to your research, 'Criticism as an Intellectua Force in
Contemporary Society'. There are concerns there that chime with a number of
ideas | have begun to tusde with. So at the risk of sounding rather sdf-
absorbed, 1'd like to try and think through some of these thoughts, as refracted
through those documents.

Since Krishen's death - and two years ago, that of Kuo Pao Kun, who
was a very sgnificant figure in Singapore theatre and intellectua life - | have
been thinking about the idea o the public intellectua. Goodness knows they're
useful to have around, but | do find this notion alittle troubling, since - given
how rarely the epithet is applied - the implication seems to be that to be

SPAFA Journal Vol. 15No. 2

29



and idess in the public relm? And, o course, | answer to mysdf: probably
not. 'Intellectual Publics isaready too forbidding. It has to be something with
more pizzazz, and less pomp. But a the same time, the basic intuition feds
right. Is society so specidized that ideas belong only in universities? Never
mind that a great many o those ideas pertain to society at large, the
professondisation o arts scholarship threatens to give anew and even more
constraining meaning to the term ‘intellectual property'. This can't be right.

In other words, I'm trying to work out what happens if you pursue
academicdly-informed work in non-academic contexts. | guess the most
straightforward answer is that the work will change and so too (hopefully)
will the contexts. It's here that | am struck by your phrases "criticism should
function as far as possible as a public activity”, and "turn criticism into a
public act". | redly like these amost sdlf-evident observations, because they
suggest how the actualisation of an 'intellectual public' might change the
nature of intellectual work. One of Hannah Arendt's bugbears (influenced, as
in many things, by Heidegger) was the historical primacy of reflection over
action in Western philosophy, and it's a hierarchy that till seems very much
dive. In today's Straits Times’, there's a column entitted Want Politica
Change? Go Beyond Words'. The journalist writes:

"Many Singaporeans have clamoured for more politica openness,
greater guarantees of politicd freedoms or changes to electora laws. Many of
us are content to just point out the flaws, without taking action. We remain in
our cosy corners - in the media, in academia, in the arts - and grumble.”

Later, she makes her point: "While the optimists and cynics argue the
case out, redlistic Singaporeans would do wdl to go beyond verba activism
(talk) to socid activism (act).”

An English-language daily newspaper in Singapore.
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® The statement by Raymond Williams applies to literary works, meaning that a piece of writing contains elements that will
make it survive into subsequent ages. Chetana has transposed his remark to the field of criticism, implying that good criticism
will survive in the same way too. Chetana explains that although one writes criticism of works of art, good criticism too
contains elements that transcend its original links with specific works of art, and attains the level of an "independent

discourse”. This kind of thinking gives immense encouragement to critics who may be addressing contemporary issues but
whose impact may well be appreciated in subsequent ages.
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" Gustave Freytag (1816 - 1895), novelist, literary critic and politician, published 'Die Technik des Dramas (The Techique of
Drama) in 1863 as a handbook for good drama, which is regarded today to be too dogmatic.
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I'm actudly finding it very hard to answer the question! The fact isthat criticism, such as
it is, appears within broader contexts and initiatives, and it'stricky to tease out who isdoing it,
for whom.

What makes a critique poor or effective?

Yes, one of the difficulties here isthat the question pre-supposes akind of efficacy to critique, and
therefore an implicit instrumentalism. In the context of a highly instrumentalist place like
Singapore, fi ffl

j 1O n the other hand, there's aso akind of hyper-relativism that one
encounters amongst students, for instance, where everyone is right, everyone hasthe right to
have an opinion, and no-one ismore right than anyone else. It seems the challenge isto argue
for the superior vdidity of certain critiques over others, without foreclosing on democratic
principles. In articulating such an argument, it may become apparent what makes an effective
critique. Rather than speculate, however, perhaps | shall say that the things | find "poor" inthe
critical responsesto my ownwork are: lack of context, lack of an at least partial engagement with
the work on itsownterms, lack of technical appreciation, lack of consistency, a pre-occupation
with judgement over discussion, over-amplification or an over-reliance on academic jargon, and
- apersona hobby-horse - no style!

Isthere acrisisin criticism in Asatoday?
1 am suspicious o this question for the following reasons:

1. | do not have enough historical context to appreciate what criticism wasin "Aga’ prior
to the present day (such asit exists, and writers such as Naoki Sakal caution usto be wary here).

2. There is a certain mode of thought in contemporary culture that constantly posits
things asbeing 'incrisis: | have an edited volume published acouple of years ago by Manchester
University Press caled The Theatre in Crisis. | don't buy it. One dof the consequences of
Singapore's national ideology of self-reliance isadiscourse of constant low-leve threat. Singapore
- amongst other places - is paranoid. Critique, asyou have mentioned, is about learning to be
robust.

3. There isprobably some etymologica relation between 'crisis and ‘critique’: perhaps
the best bet isto aimto replace crisis with critique!

What arethefactors determining the current state of criticisminthetheatre,
the arts and society?

| agree with you about the refined workings of capitalisn and the waysinwhich it brings about
particular effects in apparently unrelated realms such as criticism. | aso presume there are
cultural factors at play, butit's very hard to speculate onwhat those are, because the discussion
has been distorted in Singapore by the doctrine of so-cdled "Adan Vaues'.

SPAp "
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The colloquium, "Critically Speaking: Asia & Europe Contemporary Performing Arts
Colloquium”, was held at Arts House@The Old Parliament in Singapore between 6 and
7 June 2005. The event was a collaboration between SPAFA, IETM (Informal European
Theatre Meeting) and APAAF (Association of Asian Performing Arts Festivals), and was
supported by the Asia-Europe Foundation, in association with the Singapore Arts
Festival. A summary of the proceedings can be found at http://www.ietm.org/members/
downloads.asp? =Adat+%26+ Europe+Performing+Arts+ Colloguium%3A+Singapore&item_id=1319
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