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Ming Wong’s Wayang Spaceship is a cinema for the moving 

imagefçbuiltfçfromfçthefçscaüoldingfçoffçCantonesefçoperafçstagesŗ1 
This structure with two lives is dormant in the day and enlivened 

atfçduskŗfçDuringfçthefçdayŒfçitsfçmirroredfçsurfacesfçreĂectfçthefçsettingfç
aroundfçitŒfçitsfçstructurefçavailablefçforfçexplorationŜfçvisitorsfçmayfçclimbfç
itsfçstairsfçandfçwalkfçamongfçitsfçreĂectivefçmirroredfçplanesŒfçwhichfç
reĂectfçviewersfçandfçtheirfçenvironmentŗfçAtfçsunsetŒfçthefçSpaceshipfç
comes alive, with audiences that are sometimes co-present (or 

atfçleastŒfçnotfçthosefçhumanfçonesťaÿerfçallŒfçCantonesefçwayang 

opera in Singapore is as much for the ghosts as it is for the 

living, particularly during the Seventh Month when, according 

tofçChinesefçbeliefŒfçthefçdeceasedfçarefçsaidfçtofçwalkfçthefçEarthŤŗfçThefç
animation of Wayang SpaceshipfçisfçdirectedfçatfçbothfçafçspeculativeŒfç
spiritual realm and a mortally human world. Its clock emulates the 

nighttime shows of wayang opera, while its architectural armature 

is derived from wayang as a temporary, outdoor theatre, with 

traditionalfçtechniquesfçandfçmaterialsfçthatfçarefçretroāttedfçherefçforfçanfç
expanded cinema.

UponfçawakeningŒfçanfçarrayfçoffçmagneticfçĂuorescentfçlightsfç
ĂickersfçonŗfçThesefçarefçpositionedfçinfçrelationfçtofçoneŧwayfçmirrorsfçthatfç
ĂankfçthefçinstallationŰsfçstagefçleÿfçandfçrightŒfçupstagefçandfçdownstageŗfç
Thefçmirroredfçsurfacesfçoffçthefçstagefçbackgroundfçpartťthesefçarefç
doors that open to reveal a projection screen that plays Wayang 
Spaceship, a single-channel video sharing the installation’s name. 

The parting doors echo the parting of theatrical drapes, cinema 

curtains and the opening of space shuttle doors—dissolving 

theatricalfçfourthfçwallsfçandfçprosceniumfçdivisionsfçbetweenfç
spectatorfçandfçcinemaŒfçasfçwellfçasfçviewerfçandfçactionŗfçByfçliÿingfç
thefçveilfçbetweenfçaudiencefçandfçactionfçandfçcrossingfçthresholdsfç
of corporeal and virtual space, Wayang Spaceship’s awakening 

createsfçafçportalfçbetweenfçonefçplanefçoffçrealityfçandfçanotherŗfç
Unlike the dark environments of cinematic auditoriums 

andfçoutdoorfçnightfçscreeningsťwherefçspectatorsfçarefçabsorbedfçinfç
immersive experiences of a conjured reality—Wayang Spaceship’s 

lights stay on as the video plays, calling attention to the moving 

image as something that is continually framed. In the work’s 

choreographyfçoffçlightŒfçstagefçandfçvideofçdevisedfçbyfçWongfçwithfçthefç
supportfçoffçlightingfçandfçcamerafçartistfçLiamfçMorganŒfçdichroicfçālmsfç
arefçactivatedfçoncefçĂuorescentfçlightsfçcomefçonŒfçuponfçwhichfçlightfç
passesfçthroughfçthefçālmsŰfçdiüerentfçcolourfçtintsŗfçThefçcolourfçpalettefç
isfçbasedfçonfçthefçvisualfçspectrumfçandfçresultsfçinfçafçpastelfçarrayfçoffç
huesťsalmonfçpinksŒfçbabyfçbluesfçandfçmintyfçgreensfçreminiscentfç
offçCantonesefçoperafçcostumingŗfçThefçstagefçperimeterfçĂickersfç
intermittently, as imperfections in the one-way mirrors refract 

lightfçwithfçanfçunpredictablefçrhythmŒfçevokingfçthefçuncertaintyfçoffçafç
spaceshipfçpotentiallyfçarrivingŒfçopeningfçorfçevenfçtakingfçoüŒfçafçvehiclefç
in perpetual motion. 
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SuchfçinteractionsfçoffçĂuorescentfçlightŒfçmirroredfçsurfacefç
andfçthefçmovingfçimagefçcallfçtofçmindfçafçnumberfçoffçreferencesőfç
DanfçFlavinŰsfçĂuorescentfçtubesŒfçpassedfçthroughfçthefçmirroredfç
mise-en-abymefçoffçYayoifçKusamaŰsfçInfinity Mirror Room and the 

functionality of Joan Jonas’s My New Theatre cinematic structure. 

In ways akin to these predecessors of the 1960s and 1990s—in 

whichfçsculpturefçandfçcinemafçoperatedfçinfçanfçexpandedfçāeldfçoffç
cinema where the apparatus of screening, projection, lighting 

and the image all form crucial aspects of a work—Wong’s 

Wayang Spaceshipfçisfçsimultaneouslyfçbothfçafçstructurefçandfçitsfç
environmentŒfçafçālmfçandfçitsfçcinemaŗfçUnlikefçthesefçpredecessorsŒfç
the animation of Wayang Spaceship incorporates theatrical 

traditions, as a work of the cinematic, visual and performing 

artsŗfçLitfçasfçthoughfçitfçwerefçafçcharacterfçonfçafçālmfçsetŒfçwhilefç
simultaneously serving as a cinematic environment, Wayang 
SpaceshipfçbecomesfçafçportalfçintofçālmfçhistoryŗfçStructuredfçlikefçanfç
essayfçālmŒfçthefçvideofçmontagefçfeaturesfçafçwidefçrangefçoffçclipsŒfç
includingfçStanleyfçKubrickŰsfç2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), 

SovietfçscienceŧāctionfçālmsŒfçasfçwellfçasfçCantonesefçoperafçālmfçclipsfç
featuringfçYamfçKimŧfaiŰsfçrenownedfçcrossŧdressingfçperformancesŗfç
YamŰsfçwideŧrangingfçbodyfçoffçworkfçisfçsampledfçinfçclipsfçthatfçrangefç
across her performances of mythical and modern characters—a 

herofçrowingfçafçboatfçthroughfçrushesfçandfçpeeringfçthroughfçtreesŒfçafç
dapperfçloverfçinfçmodernfçsuitingŒfçgazingfçintofçafçmirrorfçwithfçafçsmileŒfç
adjusting their tie, the performer’s masculine visages fading into 

thefçcoyfçgazefçoffçanfçoperafçheroineŗ
In Wayang Spaceship, the use of dissolves, fades and 

otherfçspecialfçeüectsfçtroublesfçthefçbinariesfçoffçdimorphicfçgenderŒfç
while melding together the worlds of Cantonese opera and 

scienceŧāctionfçālmsŒfçcinematicfçgenresfçthatfçarefçsofçoÿenfçheldfç
apartŗfçSuperimpositionfçisfçusedfçextensivelyŒfçbringingfçtogetherfç
intergalactic space and Chinese pavilions, misty mountain ranges 

becomingfçbothfçforegroundfçandfçbackgroundfçtofçspacecraÿfç
cabinsŗfçAstronautsfçtravelfçthroughfçlandscapedfçbotanyfçandfçthefç
galactic skies, while lovers from opera tales meander and 

communefçbeneathfçbothfçgazebosfçandfçspacecraÿfçcontrolfçroomsŒfç
gazingfçoutfçtowardsfçpicturesquefçgardenfçviewsfçandfçthefçskiesfç
offçouterfçspaceŗfçEdenicfçlandsfçoccupiedfçbyfçdeitiesfçandfçfairiesfç
give way to the rocky terrain of planets, astronauts landing 

andfçcoastingfçspacecraÿŗfçNotfçonlyfçdofçoperafçheroesfçandfçspacefç
voyagers share a landscape: they are one another’s audiences 

andfçfellowfçtravellersfçacrossfçallfçthesefçdiüerentfçgenresŗ
Wayang Spaceship features excerpts of these Cantonese 

operafçālmsfçţthatfçisfçtofçsayŒfçālmsfçshotŒfçproducedfçandfçadaptedfçfromfç
thefçstageŤŒfçincludingfçkeyfçscenesfçfromfçthefçgenreŰsfçheydayfçbetweenfç
the 1940s to the 1960s. These include New Love Story of Leung 
Shan-pak and Chuk Ying-toi (新梁山伯祝英台) (1951); Lovesick 
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(為情顛倒) (1952) and The Tragic Story of Leung Shan-pak and 
Chuk Ying-toi (梁祝恨史ŤfçţĉđčĐŤŗfçCantonesefçoperafçhasfçlongfçbeenfç
celebratedfçthroughoutfçthefçĊĈth century for the gender transitivity 

of cross-gender casting and cross-dressing performance (with 

male actors and female actor troupes gaining popularity at 

diüerentfçtimesŤŒfçalongfçwithfçitsfçimplicationsfçoffçhomosocialfçrelationsfç
andfçqueeringfçoffçaudiencefçfandomsfçandfçidentiācationsfçinfçthefçworkfç
offçparticularfçactorsfçsuchfçasfçYamfçKimŧfaifçandfçPakfçSuetŧsinŗ2 

Previously, in the single-channel video installation 

Windows On the World Part 1 (2014), Wong played the role of 

a space traveller—clad in a silver astronaut suit with orange 

piping and a spherical silver helmet, this traveller strides silently 

infçslowfçmotionfçthroughfçafçtubularfçpassagewayfçoffçsilverfçfabricŗ3 
The traveller turns, arms outstretched to explore the walls or 

peerfçthroughfçafçwindowŗfçTheirfçexpressionfçĂuctuatesőfçsometimesfç
meditative and pensive, other times curious, exploring their 

surroundingsŗfçAtfçotherfçtimesŒfçtheirfçgazefçisfçboldŒfçeyesfçārmlyfçsetfç
onfçafçdistantfçhorizonŗfçWithfçafçfacefçmadefçupfçwithfçdrawnfçeyebrowsfç
andfçredfçlipstickŒfçlongfçhairfçcoiledfçinfçafçthickfçbunfçandfçshortfçbangsfç
acrossfçtheirfçbrowŒfçthisfçcharacterŰsfçphysiquefçandfçgesturesfç
amalgamate feminine and masculine styling, evoking Cantonese 

operaŰsfçmanyŧgenderedfçrolesŗfçThefçcameraŦinitiallyfçoüeringfçāxedfç
frontal and side views—then rotates in a circular path, evoking 

an anti-gravitational experience of space. A visitor to the gallery 

encountersfçthisfçvideofçaÿerfçamblingfçthroughfçafçtunnelfçinstallationfç
offçwoodfçandfçsilveryŒfçreĂectivefçfabricŒfçitsfçroundfçportholesfçechoedfç
infçthefçscreenfçandfçvideoŰsfçroundfçapertureŗfçThefçcharacterfçisfçbacklitfç
in white, then red and magenta light, tinting the walls surrounding 

the viewer, extending the tunnel of the video into physical space, 

the space explorer’s passageway into ours.4 The astronaut moves 

silentlyŒfçwhilefçthefçCantonesefçoperafçariafçŭPrincessfçZhaofçJunfç
CrossesfçthefçBorderŮfçplaysfçinfçthefçbackgroundŒfçevokingfçthefçstoryfçoffç
WangfçZhaofçJunŰsfçjourneyfçtofçthefçnorthernfçfrontierfçtofçwedfçChanyufç
HuhanyefçinfçanfçactfçoffçdiplomacyfçbetweenfçthefçHanfçdynastyfçandfç
Xiongnu empire—a simultaneously sorrowful and agential act. 

Yet Wong’s video includes no further language or scenes: as a 

workfçwithoutfçnarrativefçdetailŒfçonefçsensesfçthefçfeelingfçandfçaüectfçoffç
narrativefçabstractedfçfromfçthefçspeciācfçdetailsfçoffçplotŗfçSetfçwithinfçafç
physical gallery, their exploration repeats endlessly in a loop—the 

process of exploration (rather than its results) is the point. 

THEIR TRANSITIVITY

The space explorer of Windows On the World Part 1 (2014) is 

genderŧambiguousőfçtheirfçdramaticfçbrowsŒfçwhitefçfoundationfçandfç
pink, contoured cheeks are immediately reminiscent of makeup 

forfçbothfçmalefçandfçfemalefçrolesfçinfçCantonesefçoperaŒfçasfçwellfçasfç
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thefçmutabilityfçoffçgenderfçrolesfçandfçcrossŧdressingfçonfçstageŗfçAtfç
thefçsamefçtimeŒfçdevoidfçoffçthefçgenteelfçrobesfçoffçthefçscholarŒfçthefç
evanescentfçdressfçoffçfairiesŒfçorfçthefçbulkierfçcostumingfçoffçwarriorfç
rolesťdressedfçinsteadfçinfçafçpuüyfçgenderŧneutralfçastronautfç
suitťthefçphysicalfçappearancefçoffçWongŰsfçexplorerfçĂickersfç
betweenfçmasculinefçandfçfemininefçtraitsfçwhilefçneverfçsecuringfç
afçdeānitivefçpositionŗfçCraÿedfçasfçafçnonbinaryfçcharacterŒfçthefç
spacefçexplorerfçoüersfçanfçalternativefçtofçţandfçimplicitfçcritiquefçofŤfç
Western archetypes of Asian female space explorers—those 

disposablefçunknownsfçkilledfçoüfçinfçafçālmŰsfçārstfçquarterŒfçorfçwhenfç
more fully rendered, appearing as an Orientalist alien threat or 

sexualised exotica. In contrast, Wong’s space explorer is never 

subjectfçtofçthefçrapidfçriseŧfallfçoffçnarrativefçactionŒfçnorfçarefçtheyfç
consignedfçtofçthefçālmŰsfçbackgroundfçorfçoblivionŗfçRatherŒfçtheirfç
focus is on meditative, contemplative exploration suggestive 

of an interiority held in reserve, their gestures signalling and 

scramblingfçheterosexistfçcodesfçoffçmalefçorfçfemalefçgenderŗ
Byfçevokingfçcharactersfçwithoutfçfulāllingfçtheirfçprototypicalfç

functions, Wong’s astronaut cites gender without re-enacting 

itŗfçIffçmutabilityfçwasfçanfçaspectfçoffçplotfçinfçearlierfçnarrativesfçoffç
CantonesefçoperafçālmsŒfçherefçitfçisfçemphasisedŗfçHistoricallyŒfç
Cantonese opera troupes at their inception were all-male, 

necessitatingfçthefçperformancefçoffçfemalefçcharactersfçbyfçmenŗfçInfç
the 19thfçcenturyŒfçallŧfemalefçtroupesfçemergedŒfçalbeitfçsidelinedfçinfç
comparison to the mainstream popularity of all-male troupes. 

Wong’s sampling of clips cites the modernity of Cantonese 

opera in the 20th century, within which gender transitivity 

foundfçanfçeagerfçaudienceŗfçWongŰsfçselectionfçnotablyfçfeaturesfç
excerptsfçfromfçthefçoeuvrefçoffçYamfçKimŧFaiŒfçwhofçwasfçrenownedfç
for her performances as male leads in all-female opera troupes 

betweenfçthefçĉđĊĈsfçandfçĉđďĈsfçinfçMacauŒfçHongfçKongfçandfçthefç
UnitedfçStatesŗfçWorkingfçbothfçonfçstagefçandfçinfçālmŒfçYamfçwasfç
afçnotablefçwenwusheng actor who specialised in the primary 

heterosexist masculine character types of Cantonese opera—

learned, military and scholar-warrior roles—a “specialist gender 

benderŮfçoffçthefçgenreŗ5 Artists such as Ellen Pau have invoked 

Cantonese opera history in avant-garde video productions, 

for instance, Pau’s single-channel video Song of the Goddess 

ţĉđđĊŤťwhichfçalsofçappropriatedfçfootagefçfromfçYamfçKimŧFaiŰsfç
operafçālmfçperformancesťdrawingfçuponfçthefçhomoeroticfç
dynamicsfçbetweenfçYamfçKimŧFaifçandfçPakfçSuetŧSinŒfçwhofçplayedfç
romantic partners on screen and on stage and co-founded 

thefçSinfçFungfçMingfçOperafçTroupeŗfçInfçcontrastŒfçevenfçasfçWongfç
samples from Yam’s oeuvre of characters, these performances 

rarelyfçappearfçinfçrelationfçtofçotherfçactorsfçbutfçarefçpositionedfçinfç
relationfçtofçscienceŧāctionfçālmsfçandfçspecialfçeüectsŒfçrenderingfç
these performances allegorical rather than interpersonal.6 
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ThatfçsaidŒfçIfçdofçwantfçtofçstressfçthatfçYamŰsfçgenderŧbendingfç
performances—on their own, in their historical context—should 

notfçbefçinterpretedfçasfçequivalentfçtofçorfçasfçrepresentationsfçoffç
transgenderfçidentityŗfçSeeŧKamfçTamfçhasfçnotedfçhowfçŭcrossŧgenderfç
performancesfçarefçbyfçnofçmeansfçuniquefçtofçCantonesefçoperafç
ālmsŒfçorfçoperafçfromfçwhichfçsuchfçālmsfçderivedfçtheirfçconventionsŗŮ7 

Additionally, for Priscilla Tse, cross-dressing performance 

infçCantonesefçoperafçŭisfçafçtraditionalfçpracticefçšŗŗŗŢfçwithfçminimalfç
implications of social deviance and political agenda,” in the 

sense of its lack of equivalence to the Western politics of drag 

performance or transgender identity.8 Wong’s use of Yam’s 

characters in Wayang Spaceship is not a straightforward recovery 

of earlier trans identities. Rather, the footage devises a new type 

of character aimed at a speculative future, constructed from a 

broaderfçrepositoryfçoffçtropesŒfçechoesfçandfçreferencesfçalreadyfç
circulating in popular culture. 

As Wong puts it in a previous description of Wayang 
Spaceship: 

InfçthefçlandfçoffçBeforeŒfçIfçsetfçaboutfçstructuringfçafçstorylineŒfç
afçnarrativefçshapedfçbyfçafçworldfçthatfçnofçlongerfçexistsŒfçforfçafç
speculativefçāctionalfçCantonesefçoperafçcinemafçperformancefç
for the 21st century. My spiritual guide through this space-

time-gender-travelogue—my Orlando of the East—takes 

thefçformfçoffçafçgenderŧbendingfçstarfçoffçthefçCantonesefç
opera stage (an icon of the 20th century) reimagined as 

a transgender scholar-warrior of heaven and earth.9

Throughfçthefçamalgamationsfçoffçearlierfçgenderŧbendingfç
Cantonese opera performances, the space traveller of Wayang 
SpaceshipfçwasfçconceivedfçasfçafçgenderŧĂuidfçandfçpotentiallyfç
nonbinaryfçāgureőfçusingfçtheyŝthemfçpronounsŒfçwieldingfçafç
repertoire of varying masculine and feminine performances 

offçgesturesfçandfçaüectsŗfçIfçamfçremindedfçoffçhowfçMarquisfçBeyfç
recentlyfçwrotefçthatfçŭtransfçisfçnotfçmerelyŒfçorfçevenfçprimarilyŒfçaboutfç
havingfçafçcertainfçbodilyfçexpressionfçorfçsexedfçhistoryŗfçRatherŒfç
transfçmarksfçthefçwaysfçthatfçonefçtransesfçgenderŒŮfçdescribingfçhowfç
ŭtransŮfçpracticesfçmayfçgivefçshelterfçtofçŭbodilyfçeüectsŒfçpsychicalfç
identiācationsŒfçgenderedfçsubjectfçpositionsŒfçandfçperformancesfç
of gendered “social, sexual, or kinship functions.”10 That is not 

tofçvalorisefçtransŧfçasfçanfçabstractfçorfçuniversalfçcipherfçoffçmutabilityfç
andfçchangeabilityŒfçnorfçtofçromanticisefçthefçstatefçoffçtransgenderfç
rightsfçinfçHongfçKongfçandfçSouthernfçChinafçţindeedŒfçstrugglesfçoverfç
oppression and rights persisted at the time and during the year 

of Wayang Spaceship’s installation).11 

RatherŒfçitfçbearsfçmentioningfçthatfçYamŰsfçperformancesfç
excerpted in Wayang Spaceship range from the masculinities of 
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mythic heroes to 20th-century suitors clad in corporate armour: 

working deals in shirtsleeves, making deals on the telephone, 

gettingfçmarriedfçinfçthefçWesternfçdragfçoffçafçbridegroomŰsfçsuitŗfç
IffçWongŰsfçOrlandoŧesquefçspacefçtravellerfçisfçafçguideŒfçthenfçbyfç
casting this Orlando through the visage of Yam—a multi-

continental celluloid star—we are equally reminded that this 

androgynous, gender-crossing oeuvre of characters was 

fundamental to Cantonese opera’s diasporic migrations across 

GuangzhouŒfçMacauŒfçHongfçKongŒfçSingaporefçandfçthefçUnitedfç
States, and allegories of modern Chinese society as it crossed 

thresholds of democratic invention across the world. If Wong’s 

astronautfçoüersfçafçtransfçrelationshipfçtofçgenderŒfçthisfçformsfçpartfçoffç
a queer relationship to Cantonese futurity. At stake, then, is the 

cultural preservation, transformation and transmission of critical 

Cantonese cultures in the 21st century. 

OTHER CANTONESE FUTURES

ThefçinterveningfçyearsfçbetweenfçthisfçspaceshipŰsfçarrivalfçandfç
Wong’s earlier works Windows on to the World Part 1 and 2 

ţĊĈĉČŤfçincludedfçHongfçKongŰsfçUmbrellafçMovementfçoffçĊĈĉđŒfçinfç
which Cantonese diasporas and the world witnessed Hong 

Kongfçproŧdemocraticfçstrugglesfçforfçpoliticalfçrightsfçtofçelectionfç
andfçtrialsŒfçandfçafçbroaderfçshoringfçupfçoffçconcernfçregardingfç
suppressions of Cantonese expression across political speech, 

the Cantonese dialect and critical popular cultures. In this regard, 

Wayang SpaceshipfçŭseizešsŢfçholdfçoffçafçmemoryfçasfçitfçĂashesfçupfçatfç
a moment of danger” as though it were Walter Benjamin’s angel 

of history.12 Wong’s research for the project Wayang Spaceship 

included Cantonese opera’s diasporic migrations and political 

historyőfçthefçwaysfçinfçwhichfçCantonesefçoperafçālmsfçsummonfçthefç
genres, languages and cultures of Southern Chinese culture and 

their resistance to governmental control and the dominance of 

more dominant Sino cultures of the North. 

ThefçhistoryfçoffçCantonesefçoperafçnotablyfçincludedfç
bansfçagainstfçitŒfçagainstfçwhichfçtroupesfçrebelledfçandfçresistedŒfç
āghtingfçforfçthefçsurvivalfçoffçtheirfçcraÿŒfçlanguageŒfçtraditionfçandfç
formsŗfçAlthoughfçcaptivatedfçbyfçitsfçcolourfulfçspectacleŒfçWesternfç
ethnographers also associated Cantonese opera with incivility, 

unruliness and irrationality, in need of European civilising 

missions.13 During the 19th century, the late Qing government 

turned to Western ideals of “rationality, progress and science” 

for China’s modernisation, and Chinese opera was seen as 

ŭincompatiblefçwithfçWesternfçrationalityŮťleadingfçtofçthefçbuildingfç
offçplayhousesfçthatfçwouldfçresemblefçEuropeanfçarchitecturefçbyfç
the early 20th century.14 As Wing Chung Ng has pointed out, the 

“rise of Cantonese opera unfolded in the context of political and 
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culturalfçupheavalsfçinfçChinafçusheredfçinfçbyfçthefçdemisefçoffçthefçQingfç
monarchyfçandfçthefçfrustratedfçtransitionfçintofçrepublicanismŗŮ15 

Cantonesefçoperafçwasfçalsofçembroiledfçinfçradicalfçnationalistfç
politics of early 20thfçcenturyfçGuangzhouŒfçwhenfçŭinfçanfçagefçoffç
stateŧbuildingfçwhenfçdiüerentfçgovernmentfçauthoritiesťincludingfç
thefçBritishfçinfçcolonialfçHongfçKongŒfçthefçsuccessivefçwarlordfç
regimes in control of South China and the Chinese Nationalist 

governmentfçaÿerfçĉđĊďťallŒfçtofçvariousfçdegreesŒfçsoughtfçtofçpolicefç
thefçtheatrefçandfçassertfçcontrolfçinfçthefçinterestfçoffçmobilisationŒfç
discipline, and order.”16fçBeiyufçZhangfçhasfçarguedfçthatfçCantonesefç
opera was crucial in “China’s struggle for modernity and 

nationalfçawakeningŒŮfçasfçafçharbingerŒfçcollectivityfçandfçvehiclefçforfç
revolutionary political movements across the diasporas, including 

thefçTaipingfçRebellionfçandfçSunfçYatŧsenŰsfçantiŧManchufçrevolutionsfç
infçGuangzhouŗ17 

Consequently, the storied life of Cantonese opera is a 

tale of Chinese modernity, nationalist and democratic political 

strugglesŗfçItsfçconversionfçfromfçoperafçtofçālmsfçemergedfçwithfçthefç
adventfçoffçthefçcinematicfçexperiencefçinfçHongfçKongfçandfçChinaŒfç
joiningfçsiblingfçtechnologiesfçoffçthefçgramophonefçandfçmassfç
mediafçthatfçwouldfçexpandfçthefçdemocraticfçrelationshipfçbetweenfç
the people and traditional cultural forms.18 The emergence 

offçCantonesefçoperafçālmsfçreliedfçonfçafçrangefçoffçcinematicfç
architecturesŒfçincludingfçthosefçcinemaŧtheatresfçbuiltfçinfçthefçĊĈth 

centuryŒfçasfçpartfçoffçhistoriesfçoffçtranspaciācfçexchangefçinfçwhichfç
HongfçKongfçandfçMacaufçwerefçurbanisedfçthroughfçBritishfçcolonialfç
modernityŒfçgivingfçrisefçtofçtheatricalfçvenuesfçthatfçbecamefçcinematicfç
onesŗfçThefçshiÿfçfromfçtheatricalfçperformancesfçintofçafçcinematicŒfç
ticketed experience also produced a departure from its festival 

and ritualistic performance contexts. If Cantonese opera 

presentations were previously fundraisers for temples, activities 

for clan associations or performances for spirits during religious 

orfçspiritualfçfestivalsŒfçthefçeüectfçoffçitsfçmodernityfçandfçincorporationfç
into capitalist experience economies saw its transformation into a 

commodiāedfçformŗfç
HoweverŒfçinfçrefractingfçCantonesefçoperafçālmsŒfçWayang 

Spaceship does not so much represent Cantonese opera as 

continues its transportation and its reinvention—as cinema, 

stagefçandfçspacecraÿŗfçThefçvalencesfçoffçWayang Spaceship’s 

futurityfçareŒfçhoweverŒfçdistinctfçfromfçmassŧculturalfçsciencefçāctionsfç
of the recent past: Dawn Chan has pointed out how Asian-

inĂectedfçfuturesfçpopulatefçmassfçculturefçandfçcontemporaryfçartfç
ţwhetherfçthroughfçcyberpunkfçālmsŒfçorfçthefçrobotsfçandfçcyborgfç
āgurationsfçoffçNamfçJunefçPaikŒfçLeefçBulŒfçLufçYangfçandfçothersŤŒfçnotfç
tofçmentionfçthefçnumerousfçtechnoŧOrientalistfçāgurationsfçoffçEastfç
AsianfçcitiesfçandfçdenizensŒfçsymptomaticfçoffçWesternfçanxietiesfç
towards the economic rise of Asian countries–such science 
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āctionsfçarefçsitesfçoffçprojectionŒfçculturalfçmisunderstandingfçandfç
psychic misrecognition.19 That said, Xin Wang has argued that 

there is “danger in accepting the implication that otherness 

necessarilyfçoperatesfçfromfçafçplacefçoffçdeāciencyŒfçwhichfçthreatensfç
to essentialise what is in fact radically heterogeneous.”20 Wong’s 

studyfçoffçsciencefçāctionfçforfçWayang Spaceshipfçnotablyfçdrewfçuponfç
Sino-cultural texts and literary studies, including the work of 

scholarsfçoffçChinesefçsciencefçāctionfçsuchfçasfçWufçYanŒfçwhomfçWongfç
metfçduringfçthefçresearchfçforfçthisfçprojectŗfçWufçhasfçnotablyfçobservedfç
thefçtensionsfçbetweenfçChinesefçsciencefçāctionŰsfçproximityfçtofç
imaginative desire, on the one hand, and the genre’s relationship 

tofçscientiācfçrealismfçacrossfçthefçĉđth and 20th century.21 

The realism of Wayang Spaceship’s technological form 

surfaces in the materialism of its construction. The spaceship’s 

armature is that of a wayangfçoperafçstagefçbuiltfçbyfçMrŗfçLeefçBengfç
SengŒfçwhosefçcraÿfçderivesfçfromfçafçfamilyfçtraditionfçoffçwayang stage 

buildingŒfçwhichfçLeefçlearntfçfromfçhisfçfatherŗfçWayangfçstagesfçarefçoÿenfç
coveredfçwithfçmakeshiÿfçcanvasfçfabricfçroofsfçtofçcontainfçthefçstagefç
andfçprotectfçitfçfromfçthefçelementsŗfçForfçWayang Spaceship, Wong 

sourcedfçreĂectivefçinsulatingfçmaterialsfçmorefçtypicallyfçusedfçinfç
agriculturefçandfçspacefçtechnologiesŒfçsalvagedfçfromfçafçstagefçbuilderfç
whofçcouldfçnofçlongerfçaüordfçtofçstorefçthemfçţinfçthisfçregardŒfçWayang 
Spaceship’s material life is a practice of regional conservation, of 

materialsŒfçskillfçandfçcraÿŤŗfçAndfçsoŒfçthefçworkŰsfçstagecraÿfçmanifestsfç
those imagistic and architectural technologies that historically 

propelled Cantonese opera from Southern coastal communities 

into international diasporas. The temporary theatre is a site of 

“cross-cultural interaction,” honouring the theatrical traditions of 

operafçālmsfçandfçhowfçthefçarrivalfçoffçCantonesefçoperafçandfçoperafç
ālmsfçinfçSingaporeanfçcinemafçhistoryfçinvolvedfçactorsŒfçdancersfçandfç
musicians from the Malay stage.22

It is a particularly poignant aspect of Wayang Spaceship’s 

circulation that its material architecture is reconstituted and 

assembledfçinfçeachfçsitefçoffçitsfçinstallationŒfçfallingfçasleepfçandfç
glowing with awakening. By way of Wayang Spaceship, spectators 

witness how cultural preservation, social resistance and even a 

transfçrelationshipfçtofçgenderfçandfçhistoryfçhavefçbeenfçfundamentalfç
to Asia’s modernities. This witnessing takes place, at the moment 

of threat—as critical Cantonese expressive cultures face 

suppression and its corollaries of resistance and renewal—we 

mightfçbefçremindedfçthatfçculturesfçexistfçthroughfçtheirfçpromiscuousfç
circulation and their material enactments. Indeed, the temporality 

of Wayang Spaceship is riven with repetition: the work’s nightly 

activations are at once an evening show and a loop in space.23 

Wayang Spaceship’s outdoor temporary stage and living cinema 

isfçafçvehiclefçoffçtraditionsfçavailablefçtofçpassingfçaudiencesfçţandfçIfç
meanfçŭvehicleŮfçinfçbothfçthefçsemioticfçandfçtransportationfçsensesfç
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of the word—the work is a carrier of meaning and a means of 

transport). 

Each time it is installed and stirs awake at night, the 

spaceshipfçsummonsfçyetfçagainfçnewfçexploratoryfçcounterpublicsŗfç
The space explorer that we perceive is also not a singular 

āgureŗfçWhenfçWayang SpaceshipfçisfçactivatedŒfçitsfçcombinationfç
offçmirroredfçsurfacesfçandfçthefçanglingfçoffçlightfçuponfçdichroicfçālmfç
reĂectsfçthefçĂuorescentfçlightsfçtofçinānityŒfçbendingfçlightfçpatternsfç
leÿfçandfçrightŗfçThefçprogrammingfçoffçlightsfçformsfçpartfçoffçthefçālmŰsfç
editingŒfçĂickeringfçwithfçandfçagainstfçthefçvideofçimageŒfçsuchfçthatfçthefç
projectedfçimagefçlandsfçuponfçtwofçlayersfçoffçdichroicfçālmfçratherfçthanfç
afçĂatfçwhitefçscreenŗfçAsfçafçresultŒfçthefçblackŧandŧwhitefçprojectedfç
imagesfçarefçdividedfçintofçāvefçorfçsixfçlayersfçoffçcolourťasfçthoughfçitfç
were a hologram. Consequently, instead of one astronaut in space 

or performer in an environment, a viewer perceives up to six of 

thefçsamefçāgureŒfçchoreographedfçdiüerentlyfçbyfçchromaticityfçandfç
luminescence. That is not to say that this is a work of perspectival 

illusion: rather than a window view of the world or a world picture, 

Wayang Spaceship operates as though an open portal of multiple 

co-occurring realities, refracting an explorer—and exploration—

in its multiplicity. Like all speculative projects, Wayang Spaceship 

isfçafçbidfçforfçfuturityfçandfçafçreminderfçfromfçhistoryfçthatfçdormancyfçinfç
culture is never truly extinction. Exploration, and its kaleidoscope 

offçpersoniācationsŒfçremainsfçatfçhandŗ
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Installation views, Wayang Spaceship at Empress Lawn as part of Light to Night Singapore 2024, 19 January–10 March 2024.
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