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Aesthetic exploration of the
Cross-Cultural Dance “Inter/Change”

Cross-cultural dance is a special category in the field of dance art, with strong
professionalism. Due to the particularity of the aesthetic subject in the viewing and
performance relationship, cross-cultural dance works that contain a variety of artistic
elements can better stimulate their aesthetic enjoyment, ideological enlightenment
and emotional recognition for audiences with different cultural backgrounds.

In the dance history of Singapore, there have been landmark cross-cultural
dance productions since the 1950s, from “Butterfly Lovers”, “Tale of Bukit Badu”,
“Our Beautiful Homeland” to “Unity of Rhythm”, “Valli Kalyanam”, “The Fifth Lotus”,
“Tale of the Banyan Tree” and more. Collaborations of choreographers from different
ethnic groups have become a common practice in recent years. However, it is rare
to have a cross-cultural dance and music production like the recent NUS Chinese
Dance and NUS Indian Instrumental Ensemble's “Inter/change”.

Nawaz Mirajkar, the music director of “Inter/Change”, came to Singapore in
1996, as the Head of Percussion of the Temple of Fine Arts. He was also an adjunct
faculty member of the School of the Arts (SOTA). He met Jenny Neo, Artistic Director of
the Singapore Chinese Dance Theatre in 2017 at the ASEAN Arts Forum exchange
in Thailand. In 2020, Jenny Neo was invited by the NUS Centre for the Arts to teach
Chinese dance and she met Nawaz again, now the Artistic Director of NUS Indian
Instrumental Ensemble. Since her first meeting with Nawaz, they have been looking
for an opportunity to work together. After floating in their minds for many years, this
idea finally blossomed and bore fruit in this year's NUS Arts Festival.

Jenny feels that imaginative adventures such as the Great Silk Road are worth
exploring in dance and music: “The Silk Road is a caravan tract of ancient times
linking China with the West. It carried goods and ideas between many civilizations
of the two continents. The entire origin of the Silk Road has not only promoted global
free trade but also built global political mutual trust, economic trust, and promote
common interest. The process is culturally inclusive. We were happy to decide that
it would be a suitable theme for a new work that showcase cultural diversity for this
year’s NUS Arts Festival.”

Nawaz agreed enthusiastically: “The Silk Road is integral for cultural exchange
and interactions between different peoples. It has great significance on our modern
globalised world. So started our journey to turn the ideas into a three act dance
drama with a prelude and an epilogue. The intention is to portray the lifestyle of
the nomadic peoples living in the Silk Road through pieces which are a conglomerate
of Spanish, Persian, and Indian musical styles and various dance traditions.
‘Inter/Change’ also illustrates the technological revolution caused by the Silk Road
through the exploration of an Indian raga done through a Chinese style.”

In the past, due to limited resources, dancers rarely had the opportunity of
enjoying the "luxury" of performing to live music. Our pioneers in dance often have
to adjust their choreography to the edited tap music and were unable to fully
express the vision of their choreography. Jenny is so pleased that in “Inter/Change”
the dancers trained by her were able to “breathe” together with the music for the
first time: “It was also a process to push capacity building. | listened to some tunes
played by the NUS Indian Instrumental Ensemble and some of Nawaz’s own works,
then selected five pieces of music that could be adapted and arranged them according
to the dance of different segments.”

During the rehearsals, Nawaz made adjustments according to the rhythm, dances,
and the atmosphere needed in each work. Nawaz summarised the experience with
satisfaction: “In “Inter/Change”, the musicians in the NUS Indian Instrumental
Ensemble and the Chinese Orchestra were full-fledged partners in the venture, not
mere accompanists. The musicians and dancers learned to appreciate each other’s
art. To me, this is the beauty of cross-cultural collaboration.”

During curtain calls at the totally packed NUS University Cultural Centre, the
audience responded with the loudest cheers for the performers and showed as
much enthusiasm and appreciation for the conductor and choreographers. “Inter/
Change” had demonstrated that supporting dance performances with live music
helped raise the quality of the production. It is hoped that it will inspire more cho-
reographers, composers, conductors, dancers, and musicians of different cultural
traditions to collaborate closely to achieve a higher level of artistry and virtuosity.
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