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A conversation with James Tan
What are some of the biggest challenges you face as a lighting designer and how did you overcome them?
I view lighting on stage as the most important supportive role for any performance genre. Be it channelling
focus, creating emotions, dictating mood, translating energy, or telling the time of the day and season of the
year; lighting design can achieve it. I draw parallels between lighting design and the camera’s eye. In film and
television, audiences have been subconsciously accustomed to editing techniques and changing camera angles
such that it becomes second nature in their viewing experience. One of the biggest challenges I face as a lighting
designer is in striking a balance between ‘telling the story’ and ‘directing attention to poignant moments on
stage’.
Also, because the Singapore market is small, we do not have substantial audience numbers to sustain long
performance runs. Most local producers shorten the creative and production timeline to save costs. This, in
turn, directly affects the design process and level of detail and intricacy designers can put into their work.
Knowing the time constraints and managing expectations with open communication is how I get around this
challenge. I believe the entire creative team also needs to be aware of such limitations. Thus, I am not afraid to
voice out my concerns early in the design process, especially when the producers refuse to work the schedule
despite feedback for lack of time given. This is so that the production team is aware of our (design team’s)
creative abilities from the beginning.
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What is the most rewarding aspect of what you do?
I see myself as a design collaborator contributing to a larger
storytelling team. I enjoy watching the audience’s expressions
during performances. It brings great gratification when you are
able to share that moment of grieve, happiness, fun or surprise,
live with the audience. Knowing that each and every person who
has watched the show, has a new insight to a particular issue, or
has somehow taken home a personal message in their own mind

Words of Appreciation
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Thank you Shao Ann, for kindly initiating this nomination.

To my BFF Samantha - let’s continue to chase that dream.
Tracie and Adrian, I appreciate your unreserved trust and for
granting me a home ground to dream, create and explore. You have
become like a family and I truly cherish that bond.

and heart, makes me feel that all the time and effort I had spent on
each show is worthwhile.
How do you see your role in relations to the artistic director, stage

Gaurav and Juliet, thanks for putting up with my occasionally
demanding perfectionism, and for understanding the motives
behind my creative decisions.

manager and even the actors of a production?
There is a saying: “It is not how well you design in theatre as an
individual artist, but rather, how long you can last in this industry

Hui Ling, Heng Leun, Xue Mei and Jia Ying - Thanks for taking the
risk to accept me as a fellow collaborator. I am humbled to be able
to work with each and every one of you at Dramabox.

as a team player and collaborator”. I have learnt this through
managing my role with many different production teams over the
years. I believe every designer will go through this journey in their

Mdm. Yan, Shiji, Yandan and Sharon Jie. Thanks for your guidance
over the years and for teaching me about hard work and respect.

own way. We sometimes just need to learn how to look beyond
our ego (designer pride) and when to let go of our creative ideas.
Trust is a major element in any relationship. I have learnt not to

Wee Cheng, thank you for always looking out for my well-being,
providing valuable technical advice, and for staying cool whenever
we are in tech crunch time.

judge anyone and to put my utmost trust in each collaborator.
Many directors and stage managers that I have worked with have
also become my best friends and confidants in art and in life.
What are your vision and hopes for Singapore’s technical arts scene?
I hope that local designers, technicians and production electricians/

Rydwan, Sara, Heryadi, Cindy and Isis - I am deeply grateful for
your unwavering support.
To every single technical personnel, director, choreographer,
designer, production and stage manager that I have collaborated
with over the years, thanks for your kind patience with me.

riggers, stage managers and their assistants are duly respected
for their skills and knowledge as much as actors on stage are
respected for their craft. I have met my fair share of directors who
not value the collective technical creative output team nor treat
the crew well.
Similarly, crew members need to work towards being valued and
take pride in the work that they do. In this way, they will be equally
appreciated. Ultimately, what is important is not how good you are

To my buddies - Calvyn, Shan Shan, Petrina, Jason, Ah Guan, Ah
Mong, Ismahadi, Seok, Jeff, Ian, Kailash, Grace, Andy, Evelyn, Ben,
Chee Wai, Toh Lin, Pebble, Hsia Ling, Hairon, Cheryl, Junmin,
Suraya, Patrick, Delvin, Fahmy, Faizad, Stanley, Kaishi, Melissa,
Victoria, Elim, Ningru, Kimberly, David Sagaya, Gen, Leslie, Yihui.
Ruoyi, Alisa, Yong Hui, Tennie, Weiqin, Eugene, Kai Tong, Guo
Zheng, Wen Xiang, Jin Xing, Esther, Aldys, Pei Pei, Yong How, Quan
Xin, Fu Chun and Kenny. Thanks for being there for me.

technically, but your mindset towards each artistic creation and
how you can value-add to them.

Lastly, I want to sincerely thank my dearest family. Thank
you Daddy, Mummy and Jie Jie, for your support and for never
questioning this unconventional career path that I have embarked
in life.
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