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ONG KENG SEN’S 
LEAR DREAMING: 

HUMANITY AND POWER IN PROCESS

BY LISA PORTER WITH SAMANTHA WATSON

Photo 1: The power hungry Daughter (Wu Man) performs a duet with the leader of the court musicians (Rahayu Supanggah).
Photo: Albert Lim, courtesy of TheatreWorks (Singapore)
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Lear Dreaming, a production 
b y  T h e a t r e W o r k s 
(Singapore), came to life 

for two days at the Singapore 
Arts Festival on 31 May and 1 
June 2012. In March 2011, with 
a workshop in New York City, 
Singaporean Director Ong Keng 
Sen embarked on the mission to re-
imagine his 1997 groundbreaking 
production of Lear. In the first 
rehearsal  Ong described the 
original production of Lear as a 
“landmark intercultural Asian 
collaboration” and expressed that 
“the work calls us to come back to 
tell these powerful stories about 
humanity.” With Lear Dreaming, 
Ong changed the fundamental 
premise of Lear by focusing the 
piece around musicians and a 
minimal text. This continued 
exploration of how contemporary 
performers encounter ancient 
Asian performance traditions is 
now Ong Keng Sen’s legacy.

Lear Dreaming is a meditative 
allegory, which explores how 
the pursuit and attainment of 
power has the potential to destroy 
meaning in human relationships. 
The  mul t ip le  characters  in 
Shakespeare’s King Lear and Ong’s 
1997 Lear were distilled into one performer and eight 
musician/performers, while the complex musical score, 
combined with minimal text, framed the storytelling. In 
the Director’s Notes from the Lear Dreaming program, 
Ong asks, 

What faces one at the end of life? How can we 
suggest the salvation, the humanity in a dictator, 

an authoritarian father, an oppressor?...How 
do we allow resistance to be ambiguous, real 
and problematic? How do we manifest this 
ambiguity in the work? For the human heart is 
more difficult to fathom than the bottom of the 
sea…

The new production abstractly explores the story of 
a daughter repulsed by a father who has lost his power 
through age and poor judgment. It charts how family 
bonds are influenced by the drive of one daughter to rise 
to the status of her father before he fell from dictatorial 
grace. Ong’s decision to tell the story through various 
musical traditions, styles and rhythms, contributed to an 
innovative process and product.

Over the past fifteen years, the evolution of Ong’s 
work has resulted in what he described to me in a 2010 
interview as “deconstructing [his] role as a director,” and 
this new method was clearly reflected in his approach to 
the Lear Dreaming rehearsal process. His energy focused 
on building an environment of trust and identifying 
connections between the collaborators, who hail from 
different nations and diverse disciplines, as equal 
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participants in process. This was not the first time Ong 
explored the potential for intercultural collaboration 
between diverse Asian performers and traditions. In 
the 1997 production of Workhorse Afloat, which also 
marked my first collaboration with him as Production 
Stage Manager, he examined the role of Singapore’s 
rickshaw coolies, investigating the cultural impact of 
Singapore’s modern migrant workers, who are mostly 
of Indian descent. At the time, Ong was just beginning 
to bring together artists from a variety of backgrounds, 
incorporating their talents to create work with a stronger 
interdisciplinary core. As Singaporean theatre became 
more commercialized, Ong was increasingly attracted to 

more experimental and process-oriented work, and has 
migrated from the intercultural model of his early work 
toward an examination of transcultural collaboration. 
Within this transcultural approach, he focuses on 
process, laying the foundation for transformational 
creative collaborations by transcending the traditional 
framework of process. 

Ong’s unique approach to collaboration is closely 
related to his identity as a Singaporean of Chinese origin 
and can also be traced back to the law degree he earned 
from the National University of Singapore in 1988. In a 
2010 interview that I conducted with him, he said,

I enjoyed constitutional law, interracial 
perspectives and the conflicts that arose 
when the laws of two different countries 
were involved. If I’d been trained in the 
arts, I’d have remained engaged with just 
becoming a better and better craftsman 
in my chosen medium. But for me it 
was about the role TheatreWorks could 
fulfill in Asia, the ambition to define 
what Singaporean theatre could mean, to 
articulate why the arts are important. 

Ong went on to pursue formal performance 
training at NYU, earning an MA degree 
in  Performance Studies  in  1995.  His 
interdisciplinary training and multicultural 
aesthetic continue to enrich his collaborative 
style. He seeks collaborators who challenge 
his approach and enhance his own artistry by 
contributing differing visions of the work. In 
a public interview the day after Lear Dreaming 
closed, Ong reflected, 

The intercultural space is a space where all 
of us have to leave our comfort zone to go 
somewhere else and intercultural space is 
for me a space where in a sense we actually 
become equalized as much as possible 
because we are equally outside. No one is 
inside, in a way, we are all outsiders and 
we deal with that difficulty. Sometimes 
when you hit a moment of pleasure or 
a moment of emotion or trust, you feel 
something as an audience. It’s something 
that you are learning together on the spot 
with the performers.

Working with Ong as a production stage 
manager is particularly challenging and 
remarkably fulfilling. Collaborating with 
artists who speak different languages, come 
from contrasting cultural  and creative 

Photo 2: The Old Man (Naohiko Umewaka) performs with his Daughter 
(Wu Man) playing the pipa in the background. 

Photo: Albert Lim, courtesy of TheatreWorks (Singapore)
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backgrounds, and do not share a unified expectation 
of theatrical process requires that the production stage 
manager take special care to tailor interactions and 
leadership style to each collaborator as well as the overall 
process. Since 1997, Ong and I have experimented with 
the nature of the process and how my approach (rooted 
in the American stage management system) can merge 
with the intercultural process and Theatreworks’ unique 
production culture. TheatreWorks longtime Producer, 
Tay Tong, contributes to this adventurous environment 
with his open and inclusive approach to the production 
process.

I was one of Ong’s trusted collaborators to be 
invited to participate in the early workshop phase of 
Lear Dreaming. The group included several of us with 
longstanding creative relationships with Ong as well 
as some new faces. The seven-day workshop in New 
York focused on curating an environment in which 
the performers could engage in musical conversation 
with each other. As noted in my rehearsal log, “It was a 
showcase of culture and creative skill with the prompt 
to ’create a thread in your form.’” In this re-examination 
of Shakespeare’s classic tale, the translation of text into 
music cultivated a shared language as the group started 
to shape the new piece. In the first days of the workshop, 
it was unclear how that story would be told, and as the 
workshop progressed, music bound the group together 
more tightly than text. The performers improvised by 

layering onto one another’s various musical techniques 
and thereby established an initial rehearsal structure. The 
ensemble settled into a meditative state as the performers 
sang, played, and then translated the meaning of the 
work, the history of the music, and the complexity of 
each performer’s background and training. From the first 
day of the workshop, Ong’s vision—having the tone and 
rhythm of the music shaping the production—clearly 
resonated with the company. 

Ong’s ongoing engagement with Noh performance 
sparked his interest in using an expert Noh actor to 
serve as the storyteller. Noh Master Naohiko Umewaka 
[Photo 2], although curious about bending the structure 
of Noh, continued to come back to the discipline of Noh 
to frame his storytelling process. He played the lead 
of the Old Man and the Absent Mother in the original 
Lear, and was invited back to re-envision those roles. 
The lack of room for improvisation within Noh tradition 
generated a collaborative resistance on the first day of 
the workshop which continued throughout the process. 
The group would continually utilize the rehearsal process 
to discover how the diverse intercultural styles could be 
integrated instead of remaining on parallel paths. Ong 
views process as the most critical aspect of intercultural 
collaboration and observed in an interview with 
Christopher Reardon, 

Personal ly ,  I ’m more interested in the 
intercultural encounter itself than in making a 

Photo 3: The Old Man (Naohiko Umewaka) is comforted by his Loyal Attendant (Piterman).
Photo: Albert Lim, courtesy of TheatreWorks (Singapore)
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particular work for the stage. I see this meeting 
as the most important thing, where there’s an 
exchange of ideas and a slow combating of 
tyrannies. And let’s not forget: The process 
we use to create intercultural productions can 
become its own form of tyranny if we start to 
value it as a superior system.

In the Lear Dreaming rehearsal context, it was 
difficult not to let the use of English evolve into 
a tyrannical presence as many members of the group 
did not speak English. Translation and the generation 
of a script that was accessible to all of the performers 
was an ongoing challenge. Eleven full scripts from the 
previous production existed, along with drafts and 
sections of other scripts which were used for source 
material. The scripts were written in English, Bahasa 
Indonesian, Mandarin, Japanese and Korean. In most 
cases, translations were written out in both characters 
and phonetic English. All scripts had a date assigned to 
them: some were single language (e.g. 1998 Chinese) and 
some were based on the performance location and were 
multi-language (e.g. 1998 Asia Pacific Tour). All of the 
previous scripts were assembled into a four-inch binder 
by the assistant stage manager, Samantha Watson, who 
became adept at learning how to identify and retrieve 
a piece of text in question when the group needed to 
reference the original production. Rio Kishida, who 

wrote the adaptation of the original Lear, passed away in 
2003 and TheatreWorks had permission from her estate 
to adapt her original text for Lear Dreaming.

Other performers included Wu Man, a world 
renowned pipa player who was born in China and is 
now based in the United States; Kang Kwon Soon, a 
singer who specializes in performing Korean traditional 
court music;  Toru Yamanaka,  electronic music 
composer and longtime TheatreWorks collaborator; 
and Rahayu Suppangah [Photo 1] and three gamelan 
musicians. Suppangah was the original composer for 
Ong’s original Lear. The performing company was 
completed by Piterman, [Photo 3] a singer specializing 
in the traditional vocal arts of Indonesia, who was also 
involved in Ong’s original Lear. From the first day of 
the workshop, Ong’s vision of the emotional tone and 
rhythmic symbolism in the music replacing specific 
characters contributed to a dramaturgical frame for the 
piece.

The performers were joined by an international 
team of designers, stage managers, and production 
personnel. In support of Ong’s highly collaborative 
approach, everyone’s talents were engaged and 
integrated into the aesthetic fabric of the process and 
final production. Following an informal showing on 
the final day of the workshop, Ong asked the group to 
reflect upon the evolution of the natural intercultural 

Photo 4: The gamelan set-up in the rehearsal studio in Singapore. 
Photo: Samantha Watson
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rhythm and encouraged discussion about how the piece 
had taken shape.  Key themes were identified during 
that conversation, such as recognizing that the silence 
in the piece needed to be composed just as intricately 
a s  t h e  m u s i c . 
A d d i t i o n a l l y , 
r e c o g n i z i n g 
that the musical 
tension between 
t h e  g a m e l a n 
music ians  and 
Toru Yamanaka’s 
electronic music 
e n h a n c e d  t h e 
dramatic  score 
o f  t h e  p i e c e 
and became a 
c l e a r  m u s i c a l 
directive. Kang 
K w o n  S o o n ’ s 
abil ity both to 
c a r r y  a  n o t e 
and incorporate 
intense emotion 
in her traditional 
s i n g i n g  w a s 
integrated with 

the pipa and percussion, served as a haunting expression 
of the Younger Daughter’s intuitive connection to 
the Old Man. Ong observed that Kang’s singing was 
meditative, causing the audience’s hearts to be purified 

Photo 6: The Old Man’s Mother (Naohiko Umewaka) dances around 
the voice of the Mother (Kang Kwon Soon). 

Photo: Albert Lim, courtesy of TheatreWorks (Singapore)

Photo 5:  Ong Keng Sen discusses the final scene 
with Wu Man in the light created by lasers. 

Photo: Samantha Watson
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of the toxicity of power by her expression of emotion 
from pure voice. Piterman’s singing as the Loyal Servant 
was sorrowful and supported by the gamelan as the quiet 
sound of loyalty failing. The only spoken language in 
the piece was Chinese by Wu Man and Japanese (in 
the Noh style) by Naohiko Umewaka. The conversation 
about how to surtitle the final production remained 
an open dialogue. Scoring the work of the gamelan as 
well as Kang’s singing was a complicated endeavor due 
to completely different musical styles which needed to 
achieve a sophisticated level of synchronicity.

As the improvisatory seven-day workshop came 
to a close, the group negotiated what would be scored 
and set versus which sections would remain fluid and 
would be shaped during the short rehearsal process 
before performances in Singapore. At this stage, 
the company faced challenging discussions about 
collaboration and power within the group. We engaged 
in provocative conversations about Toru’s authority 
to capture and manipulate the sonic landscape by 
utilizing microphones and other technology. The 
negotiation about how each section was ultimately 
conducted and who would control the overall score 
was ongoing. Ong’s choice to use an American stage 
manager who would ultimately call and orchestrate the 
final production presented a new working style for some 
of the performers. Detailed discussions would follow 
about how to honor each collaborator’s tradition while 
achieving a cohesive final production. 

The workshop concluded by generating a sketch of 
the roots of the vision and an intercultural score. There 
was a sixteen-scene draft of the script with placeholders 
throughout that suggested actions as well as titles of 
songs. The script had a rhythmic sketch, and lacked 
a complete composition. Many questions remained 
about the energetic center of the piece, the public vs. 
private explorations of power, and the role of the pipa’s 
mystery. Ong told the group that he wanted the piece to 
have a ghostly and unnatural sense of stillness and he 
was curious about blurring the boundary between the 
background and foreground of the storytelling. 

The company separated for more than a year, 
before reuniting in Singapore in May 2012, for twelve 
rehearsals in the studio. These incorporated the full 
gamelan [Photo 4] and selected design elements. The 
script continued to evolve in these rehearsals in more 
specific and smaller ways, building upon the initial 
discoveries made in the New York workshop. The 
placeholders were replaced with accurate text, and song 
lyrics were translated and clarified. The overall structure 
was reduced from sixteen scenes to thirteen, and the 
proposed intermission was removed. The performers 
used a script which consisted of five different languages, 
but the stage manager and the designers needed a 
version translated entirely into English. This had to be 
translated phonetically, and scored with punctuation 
and the precise formatting that addressed line breaks. 
Punctuation was critical. The theme of translation 

Photo 7: The Older Daughter (Wu Man) uses music to blind the Loyal Servant (Piterman). 
Photo: Albert Lim, courtesy of TheatreWorks (Singapore)
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and the various expectations of the artists regarding 
structure shaped everything from the format of the 
script to the rehearsal process.

The work in the rehearsal studio in Singapore began 
by viewing the video archives of the workshop to remind 
the company about the basic structure of the piece. The 
frame of reference was now the New York workshop, 
rather than of the original production of Ong’s Lear. 
Despite the language barriers, there was a familiarity 
amongst the collaborators. Once they began to perform 
music once again, everyone was quickly grounded by the 
spiritual and human themes of the piece. Ong noted in 
the June 2 interview, 

With Lear Dreaming, the space that we went 
into, it’s like when you’re following a singer 
up to a sublime space or a dancer to a sublime 
space, and for me, Lear Dreaming was very 
much about that. There are spaces that we 
still cannot intellectualize.  So it’s  kind of a 
journey.

The stability in the musical storytelling and the 
continual negotiation of meeting one another across 
cultures focused the collaboration on threading 
fragments together and the intentional communication 
about process. Lasers and projections were introduced 
in the rehearsal studio, and this created the challenge 
of running a technical rehearsal while creating the 
final piece. [Photo 5] The projections were created 
by Hanson Ho, a graphic designer who had never 
worked in the theatre before, and who brought a non-
performative approach to the process. Ong and Ho 
worked closely together to create projections that 
transformed Chinese characters, to reflect on the power 
of manipulating traditional written language. Many 
hours were spent in rehearsal finessing the design and 
the placement of these projections.

As the rehearsal process continued in Singapore, 
costumes were built in a room adjacent to the rehearsal 
space. The costume designer, Mitsushi Yanaihara, 
arrived in Singapore with a few partially made costumes, 
and an impressive array of fabrics and decorative 

Photo 8: A scene lit exclusively with projections illustrating the estranged dynamic between the Old Man (Naohiko Umewaka), the Daughter 
(Wu Man), and the Loyal Attendant (Piterman).                   Photo: Albert Lim, courtesy of TheatreWorks (Singapore)
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accessories. Throughout the rehearsal process, as the 
director and the performers made discoveries about 
their characters, Ong and Yanaihara met and discussed 
how those discoveries would impact the costume design. 
Ong and Yanaihara also met with the performers to 
listen to their feedback on the progress of their 
costumes, and Yanaihara, with the help of his assistant, 
Mika Takise, continued to build and adjust the costume 
design until opening night. 

An even greater costume design challenge came in 
the form of the masks designed to be worn by Naohiko 
Umewaka. [Photo 6] Umewaka was accustomed to 
wearing traditional Noh masks, which are handcrafted 
and often worth thousands of dollars. He would need 
to wear two masks, to distinguish between the two 
characters he played, Old Man and Old Man’s Wife. The 
masks needed to be comfortable and allow Umewaka 
to see the stage clearly. Ong, Yanaihara, Umewaka, and 
Tomoya Nakamura, the wig and make-up designer, 
all had strong and sometimes opposing feelings about 
the aesthetic look of the masks. There was a continual 
negotiation about how to approach the traditional Noh 
masks, honoring both the integrity of the design and the 
needs of the performer.

The scenic design consisted primarily of a sturdy 

deck center stage, accompanied by ramps which 
accommodated the traditional Noh entrances from 
stage right and stage left. The surface of the deck was 
carefully chosen with respect to Umewaka’s Noh-
based movements, which involved sliding across the 
deck in tabi shoes. The deck was made and installed 
in the rehearsal room prior to the start of rehearsals. 
Lighting designer Scott Zielinski attended all rehearsals, 
designing the show’s plot while engaging in ongoing 
conversations with Ong as the production developed. 
Ho introduced bold graphics which underscored 
the visual impact of language. In some scenes, the 
projections served as the sole lighting source. [Photos 
7 and 8]

Scenic designer Justin Hill introduced the idea of 
using lasers to generate a structural manipulation of 
the space. This choice, albeit beautiful, created safety 
concerns and collaborative challenges. Lasers are 
typically not used as a design element in theatrical 
productions, so no one involved knew if they could 
be employed safely on stage. Zielinski took the 
lead in establishing looks for the lasers that could be 
used throughout the show. While the performers 
had concerns about how to interface with the lasers, 
compromises were reached that allowed them to feel 

Photo 9:  The Old Man (Naohiko Umewaka) embarks on a dream journey.
Photo: Albert Lim, courtesy of TheatreWorks (Singapore)
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secure, while preserving the creative team’s aesthetic 
choices. Ong had an interest in the lasers’ capacity 
to interface with the body, and wanted to use this 
technology to symbolize an extreme distance from flesh, 
blood, bones, and the organic world.  [Photos 9 and 10]

The delicate transition from the rehearsal process 
into the theatre itself, coupled with a highly-structured 
and very intense technical process increased the anxiety 
of some of the performers and challenged the entire 
team to synthesize the ideas from both the workshop 
in New York and the rehearsal process in Singapore. 
[Photo 11] Assistant Stage Manager Watson took on 
the role of a modified koken, the Noh actor responsible 
for attending to the intricacies of the performance, in 
addition to managing the performers [Photo 12] on the 
deck and leading the crew. She was trained by Umewaka 
in the proper Noh technique for setting and striking key 
props while maintaining a neutral character. 

The smooth technical process benefited from how 
much time had been spent in the rehearsal studio 
defining the role of the projections and the lasers. The 
interface between the lighting, projections, and lasers 
created a visual frame that supported the complex 
musical underscoring of the entire piece. In response 
to the final production, one blogger observed “the 

amazing competence of everyone involved in the 
production – not fusion for the sake of it or fusion to 
hide inadequacies in performing traditional arts to 
expected standards, but a coming together of people 
already well-versed in their own art form to produce 
a beautiful symphony of tonal colour and narrative 
texture.” (Ponderous).

The eclectic aesthetics and the diverse range of the 
performers delighted audiences on both nights. The 
audience eagerly embarked on the journey and related to 
Ong’s original intention of establishing an atmosphere 
to explore the connection between humanity and 
power that originates within families. In a review of 
the Singaporean arts scene in 2012, Singapore’s Straits 
Times highlighted the success of Lear Dreaming , 
describing the work as “an avant-garde re-interpretation 
of Shakespeare’s classic that fused elements as disparate 
as gamelan music, Tibetan throat singing [Korean 
traditional court music], Victorian costumes and laser 
beams…the blend of styles and cultures worked like a 
Technicolor dream no computer could have conjured” 
(Yusof). Ong’s technique of minimalizing the use of 
words and traditional performance to allow music to 
do the storytelling had succeeded in unexpected ways as 
reflected by the audience. 

Photo 10:  The Daughter (Wu Man) performs her bittersweet finale.
Photo: Albert Lim, courtesy of TheatreWorks (Singapore)
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