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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

We have been living and 
working together for a long 
time. We made our first 
performance as spell#7
in 1997, and our early work 
was about moving towards 
each other and discovering 
each other's worlds. 

Now, our work expresses 
our shared experience of the 
world over the past 25 years. 
That's not to say we think the 
same or have the same 
experiences; more that we 
have different ideas about 
the same experiences, and 
different experiences driven 
by related thoughts. 

In our work, we aim to 
express this mixture as it 
has accumulated through our 
lives, over time. We hold that 
mixture open to an 
encounter with the thoughts 
and experiences of each 
audience member, in the 
moment of performance.  

apocalypso! 
(1997)

I Got Stung (1999)

Later (2000)

Duets (2005)

http://www.spell7performance.org/
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

Sometimes our performances are quite long or 
repetitive. They might feel slow, at least until 
the audience member slows down their thinking. 
When a theatre work is story-driven, the story sets 
the tempo and orders time. There are conventions 
for this, so that no-one needs to think too hard 
about how it’s happening. Our shows tell stories, 
too, but story is not always the organising principle. 
Sometimes our performances are quite long or 
repetitive. They might feel slow, at least until 
the audience member slows down their thinking. 
This is because we treat the experience of time as 
an important ingredient of performance in its own 
right, and many of our performances ask audience 
members to think about or sit with time as it 
passes. Sometimes our performances are quite 
long or repetitive. They might feel slow, at least 
until the audience member slows down their 
thinking. Then they'll find the experience is just as 
rich and interesting as artworks that run at the 
usual pace. Hopefully more so! Sometimes our 
performances are quite long or repetitive. They 
might feel slow, at least until the audience 
member slows down their thinking. Sometimes our 
performances are quite long or repetitive. They 
might feel slow, at least until the audience 
member slows down their thinking. Sometimes our 
performances are quite long or repetitive. They 
might feel slow, at least until the audience 
member slows down their thinking. Sometimes our 
performances are quite long or repetitive. They 
might feel slow, at least until the audience 
member slows down their thinking. Sometimes our
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

In addition to asking our audiences 
to think about the experience of time, 
quite a few of our performances have 
been about time, or temporality — 
the pace of time.

National Language Class 
(2005/06/08/15/16) explored 
the disconnect between an 
iconic moment in the formation 
of Singapore's national identity 
in the late 1950s, and the 
present moment. It asked how 
the future that was envisioned 
became the future that 
happened. 

In the Silence of Your Heart 
(2018) used immersive audio 
to place the audience in the 
position of an elderly 
individual as he was 
revisited by the past and 
his faltering memories of it. 

Family Duet (2013) was an 
inter-generational show 
for a multi-generational 
audience, featuring us, 
our mothers, and our 
daughters. It moved at 
different speeds. 
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

TREE DUET

P      Why do you sit there?
 
K      Nothing.
 
P      Nothing?
 
K      The ground under my 

feet, the roots of the trees 
eating up the earth, the wind 
it blows, I hear the leaves, 
if I could sing this is when 
I would break into song but 
I’m no singer really. I really 
cannot sing. I leave that to 
the wind. I feel my skin 
cooled by this breeze, I listen 
to the flowers open, and hear 
the leaves fall behind my 
back, the sunlight coming 
through the spaces between 
the branches. Shh. 
(breathes) Nothing. Nothing 
really. Nobody. Just here. 
Quiet. Quietly soaking up this 
life. And so on.

Tree Duet considered how 
the encounter with nature 
throws into relief the 
timespan of a human life. 
It featured the music of 
Japanese composer Tōru 
Takemitsu, who writes 
complex, nature-themed 
works without time 
signatures: that’s for the 
musician to work out.
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

Devil's Cherry takes place over the course of a single day, 
but it presents us with a world in which many timeframes 
have been compressed. 

They gradually drift apart and then grind 
against each other like tectonic plates, 
creating a timequake.  
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

TIME IS ELASTIC
TIME IS STICKY
TIME IS LAYERED
TIME IS COLLAPSIBLE
TIME TAKES TIME

DEVIL’S CHERRY
Darkness, a silhouette of 
Debbie as she watches the 
sun rise. It is summer time. 
The weather has been hot. 
Audience watches the 
sunrise 
with Debbie. 

Birdsong + soundscape
+ light sequence. 

The sky goes from dark to 
grey then pinks, oranges 
then a soft cool blue. 

It’s a morning that rumbles 
with potential.
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

We bring many objects into 

the rehearsal process, but 

most don’t make it into the 

final show. One of our rules 

of thumb is to use as few 

objects as possible, so we 

can be sure that those 

remaining are really earning 

their place in the show by 

working very hard. 

 

The small number of 

artefacts that we do use are 

important, rather than 

significant. We don't use 

objects because they are 

symbolic, but because they 

are useful, and evocative. 

Tree Duet props: bouncy 

rubber balls, dried leaf, 

book of Kuo Pao Kun’s 

Collected Plays

… and $500 worth of 

$5 notes

MAKE 
YOUR 
PROPS 
WORK 
HARD!



+Grow

TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

Artefacts are good 

intermediaries — 

they move through 

the show, joining 

people, actions and 

emotions together 

to create meanings, 

rhythms and effects.

Mo is wandering 
in the bush. 
Marlene is 
watching with 
glee.
Rain finds the 
devil’s cherry 
plant. Rain picks 
a devil’s cherry 
and squeezes it 
onto the cake. 
The cake glows 
with the poison. 

We  try to treat 

all elements of a 

show as having 

equal significance, 

it doesn't make 

sense to say only 

objects or costumes 

are artefacts. 
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

LANGUAGE IS AN 
ARTEFACT; BODIES 
ARE ARTEFACTS; 
MUSIC…LIGHTS…
We create theatre 
by assembling 
artefacts of 
many kinds.  
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

WE CREATE 
GESTURES 
FROM THE 
MUNDANE 
FROM ART 
FROM FILM
FROM PHOTOS 
FROM DREAMS
FROM SPORTS 
FROM WORDS
MAKE THEM 
BIG MAKE 
THEM SMALL 
MAKE THEM 
YOUR OWN 
SHARE THEM 
MULTIPLY 
TRANSFORM 
REPEAT SPEED 
UP SLOW DOWN 
FASTER FASTER 
THEN HOLD HOLD 
IT FOR A LONG TIME 
& RELAX
BREATHE
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

WHEN WE MAKE 
SITE SPECIFIC 
PERFORMANCES, 
SITES INSPIRE 
GESTURES

MOVEMENT IS 
CREATED IN 
RESPONSE TO 
ARCHITECTURE, 
HISTORY, HABIT, 
STORIES
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TIME ARTEFACT GESTURE 

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

A STORY FOR A DANCE IN DEVIL’S CHERRY

Long ago in a country far away… there was a dancer 
who was named after the rains that never fall on their land. 
In search of a better future, Rain bids farewell to their family 
and boards a ship with a troupe of entertainers.
 
The troupe included magicians, snake charmers, a five-legged 
cow, monkey boys and a ventriloquist who could imitate 
sounds of birds, bees and reptiles.
 
Over many days and nights, the ship travels across the black 
waters, stopping at new found lands like… Singapore and 
Hong Kong and then to a place called Paradise where the 
streets are paved with gold. The troupe travelled all over this 
land, and Rain who had never left home dazzles audiences in 
the city and is beloved in the wide plains of the gold fields.
 
One day, a gust of wind blew open the petals of a flower that is 
slow in blooming. Love suddenly brings the spirit of Rain to 
flower. He is the prettiest boy in all the world and he has the 
most extraordinary eyes – a shade of green that reminded Rain 
of home far away.
 
But the lover belonged to another, this forbidden love tore at 
Rain’s heart and burned in their breast. Rain was willing to do 
anything to be with him …
 
“Meet me at the lake and we shall run away and start a new life 
together in the mountains beyond”, says the lover. Rain bids a 
tearful farewell to the troupe, who have become family and 
leaves in the dead of night.
 
Rain waits at the edge of the lake trembling with desire, 
emotion and impatience. Their heart is bursting with joy. 
They wait and wait…
 
“My blood is calling out for him but he does not come. 
The sun does not rise for me, this is my life, done. Oh breeze of 
the evening, oh freshness charged with eucalypt, you burn me 
terribly. I am going to die… He has left me forever … 
I will give my soul, if this nightmare stops!”
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If you could share your artistic 
philosophy and craft with someone 
who very much wants to learn from 

you, what would you impart?

Kaylene Tan & Paul Rae

The hardest thing to do is reproduce 

some version of reality on stage, 

rather than some version of another 

performance. It only comes with 

close attention to the world in all its 

strangeness and complexity, and an 

uncompromising approach to 

whatever one comes up with in 

response. That world also includes 

other performances. But they aren’t 

the main thing. The world is.
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About

In The Anatomy of Performance–Ritual, SIFA 2022 seeks 
to consider the conditions of time (duration), artefact 
(symbolic objects and clothing) and gesture 
(significant actions) imbued in the anatomy or 
structural inner-workings of performance; drawing 
parallels to the rituals that define our common human 
experience: ceremonies, rites and celebrations.

+GROW is a set of learning resources offering a 
contemplative perspective into artists’ creative 
stances and strategies. Comprising notes, reflections, 
sketches and exercises by artists participating in SIFA 
2022, the resources have been rendered as pdf files – 
available for download – on sifa.sg. 
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