Case Study 2: Example of cultural work by an individual working with a community-based network

SOON CHOON MEE – Organising Community Art Carnival with Community
Networks
This case study was produced from interviews with Soon Choon Mee and from resources on Facebook, Youtube and
other online media.

PROJECT SUMMARY
Soon Choon Mee has been the lead producer/coordinator for small ‘art carnivals’ in townships in Kuala
Lumpur and Selangor since 2008. She has no larger dedicated team, but works through a network of key
community-based groups or institutions, such as parent-teacher associations, without whom the
organising of the carnivals would not be possible. A trained theatre professional and academic, Choon
Mee believes in the educational benefits children derive from exposure to the arts, and in the benefits to
the wider community from place-based cultural programmes. The communities in which the carnivals take
place are mostly Chinese-speaking residential ‘new village’ or suburban communities, and the art
carnivals are held to engage children through the arts with the aim of developing a community with better
values, while strengthening local identity and pride.

BACKGROUND: Soon Choon Mee and the art carnivals
Theatre practitioner, educator, activist and community
arts organiser
Soon Choon Mee was trained in drama and theatre at the
Chinese Cultural University, Taiwan, and has an MA in
Theatre Direction from Universiti Malaya. She has taught
drama at the Malaysian Institute of Art and at New Era
College and is still teaching at the latter as a part-time
lecturer. She is an academic, a theatre director, an activist,
and is the founder member and Artistic Director of Dan Dan
Theatre Productions. She is also an active member of her
church, with whom she occasionally does community
theatre.

Choon Mee with arm raised, at a book club event in
the park at Batu 11, Cheras.

Choon Mee’s work with community arts festivals began in 2008 with the Kajang Community Arts Carnival,
followed by the Hulu Langat Batu 14 Community Arts Carnival and Batu 11 Cheras Community Arts
Carnival, both in 2011, and the Bandar Mahkota Cheras Arts Festival on the Environment and the
Serdang Community Arts Carnival in 2012. She also participated in a recent festival in Sepetang, Perak,
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but prefers to work with communities in and around her residential neighbourhood of Batu 11, Cheras.

Art carnivals as a way to build audiences
The first ‘carnival’ Choon Mee organised was motivated by a desire to make theatre more accessible to
the surrounding residential communities of New Era College in Kajang, Selangor, where she worked,
after recognising that some form of outreach was necessary to develop public appreciation for theatre
and to build audiences for their productions. Despite New Era College being a college founded by
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Cheras is a suburban township about 15 minutes from Kuala Lumpur city centre. Kajang and Serdang are
townships in the state of Selangor, and are neighbouring towns, more or less located within a 10km radius of each
other.
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community members , Choon Mee found that it had, in fact, little relationship with the community, and
saw the arts as a good way to bridge this gap by taking the arts outside of the college and into the
community. Early attempts at engagement were in 2007 involved, first, the presentation of a Taiwanese
play on the stage in the grounds of a local Chinese temple, and then a play derived from local stories,
staged at ground level, within the same temple compound. These performances brought them literally
closer to their audiences, but there was still a clear divide between the performers and the community
members as audience. Choon Mee’s later carnivals present an attempt to collapse this divide.
Influenced by a community festival she visited in Taiwan, Choon Mee developed her thinking about
community festivals, and the Kajang Community Arts Carnival was held in June 2008, featuring art camps
for children run by invited artists with the results showcased in a street parade, as well as activities by
community groups such as the local Tai Chi group. The art camps with children are the heart of the
carnivals, as Choon Mee views the children as the connector between the artists and the community.
There was also an opportunity for working with children because of the receptive nature of the school
leaders in the area.

Art carnivals for community-building
The format is simple: artists are invited to conduct workshops with children in schools, with the
schoolrooms acting as a venue during the school holidays. A carnival typically engages with between 100
to 300 school children, over a few days to a week, and a wider audience is engaged through the public
showcasing events that are held as the culmination of the workshop-camps. Although the carnivals are
called ‘art’ carnivals, they include elements of local culture as well as art in the Fine Arts sense of the
term. The highlight of the carnival is undoubtedly the parade on the last day, where children decked out in
costumes they made during the art camps take to the streets,
alongside other community associations and clubs. The
parade includes public street performances and a general air
of celebration.
Parents frequently become actively involved in the workshop
process towards the end, helping their children with their
costumes and accompanying them in the parade. Local
businesses and knowledge bearers of local culture and history
are incorporated into the programme, with children visiting
them in trips around their neighbourhood and in activities to
learn more about aspects of their town. Community members
also become involved to contribute food or materials as
required for programmes. The carnival performances and
parades are held in public spaces, either in community halls or
on the streets, reaching out inclusively to all in the
neighbourhood and removing physical and mental boundaries
of engaging in the arts by doing so.

Children and their parents during the parade

Local council members are also informed of the carnival and have been invited to officiate launches
(permits are required from municipal authorities for public street events). They have responded positively
to the carnivals, most likely recognising it as a good public relations opportunity with their constituents.
Their support smoothens the way for wider support from official circles if necessary, and encourages
greater media coverage. Choon Mee, however, also takes care that the carnivals do not become
absorbed into any kind of political campaign process, and accepts and responds to their support while at
the same time maintaining her autonomy.
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New Era College’s inception and the land on which it stands were entirely community-funded. See
http://www.newera.edu.my/aboutUs.php?id=537 for more.

PROCESS AND ENGAGEMENT
This case study focuses on two of the carnivals she has organised, the Batu 11 Cheras Community Arts
Carnival in 2011, and the Serdang Community Arts Carnival in 2012.
Operating essentially as a ‘one-woman show’, Choon Mee takes on average a year to develop and
deliver an art carnival from start to finish – 6 months of getting to know the community and developing the
proposal/programme/plan, followed by approximately another 6 months to develop and organise the
programme.
Choon Mee herself plays multiples roles, that of producer, main coordinator, programme designer, budget
manager and liaison between community groups and the artists. As the de facto artist director of the
carnivals, she generally tries to identify a need or a theme that is appropriate for the community. She then
invites artists and other collaborators to participate in organising workshops and running the art camps
and showcasing events, as suited to each carnival’s programming needs.

Serdang Community Art Carnival banner

While the public street events are free, participants have to pay a fee to attend the workshops -- Choon
Mee is clear that the art camps are not a form of outreach. Parents pay between RM150 -180 for their
children to attend. The artists who work as facilitators are also paid for their services and Choon Mee
insists on instilling a sense of value for the arts by doing this. Volunteer support is provided by community
members in the running of the events, but professional skills and contributions are all financially
compensated.

Network of Enablers
It would not be feasible for Choon Mee, as a single individual, to organise the carnivals without crucial
support from key players in the community. The process begins with conversations and presentations to
these key people to communicate what the components and benefits are of the festival, and why they
should become involved or provide support. Some of these may be individuals already known to her as
someone with existing links as an active member of her own community. Some may be people identified
as necessary influencers and people who know others in the community well. Choon Mee stresses the
importance of these early conversations, and makes sure that she meets them frequently and shares her
ideas and vision to bring them on board.
These key individuals or groups include:
 School administrators/heads
 The Parent-Teacher Associations (Persatuan Ibu Bapa dan Guru, PIBG)
 Alumni associations
 School boards



Local community associations, societies and institutions, such as the Hokkien society, Cantonese
association, local temple, Lutheran Church of which she is a member)

These groups and individuals from a network of enablers, a network that also includes invited artists as
programme facilitators.

The importance of networks
From Choon Mee’s experience, it is apparent that when working with school children, the most valuable
group to have as a key partner is the Parents-Teachers Association (PIBG). They act as co-collaborators
as well as advocacy drivers for the carnival. The school administrators and Principal are also key figures
whom, once on board, pave the way for things to move.
It must be noted here that the schools Choon Mee works with are Chinese medium schools – Sekolah
Jenis Kebangsaan — that are semi-private institutions that traditionally often have very strong community
support. In this author’s view, this may be a factor in the cooperation evident amongst the PIBG, that
there already is an existing culture of participation and pro-active interest in the children’s education.
Parents’ buy-in is initially cultivated by the PIBG, whose lead members act as key networkers and
enablers to ensure sufficient support is obtained at each level of the programme, whether in the form of
participant (children) recruitment, facilities, funding, permissions required, or manpower.
Similarly, Choon Mee seeks support from various associations or institutions that play leading social roles
within the community – Chinese associations and places of worship such as the local temples and
churches. These institutions offer members who can make physical contributions, but more importantly,
can exercise their influence to encourage participation.
BATU 11 CHERAS COMMUNITY ARTS CARNIVAL, 2011
Batu (Mile) 11 Cheras is the neighbourhood
in which Choon Mee resides; off a main street
in greater Cheras. The area has a history
th
dating to the late 19 century, but is known in
more recent times as a slightly rough
neighbourhood with high incidents of
gambling within the community.
Choon Mee was first approached by the
school Head Teacher for ideas for their
annual concert day, but Choon Mee proposed
instead that they take the concert outside of
the school and make use of the local
community hall. An active member of her
church, the Lutheran Church Batu 11 Cheras,
Choon Mee also saw an opportunity to
connect with their church-administered
kindergarten, Tadika Harmoni, and their fundraising plans to build a library. The carnival
was held over four days with events that
included a charity food fair, visual arts
exhibitions, story-telling, oral history
presentations, performances and the finale
parade through the streets.

Arts Parade in the streets for the “Love Overflows” Batu 11
Cheras Community Arts Carnival, 2011.

Funds were raised from the community, with much of the support for this from the school’s PIBG. They
also received sponsorship in kind in the form of venues and members of the community making food for
sale and for the carnival participants.

Art Carnival programme invitation and food fair ticket

300 children and over 500 parents and residents assembled
for the Batu 11 Cheras Community Arts Carnival.

SERDANG COMMUNITY ARTS CARNIVAL, 2012
Choon Mee was invited by the local state representative to
organise a carnival in Serdang following the success of
Batu 11 Cheras. She was already acquainted with key
members of the PIBG at one of the large Serdang schools,
and this ensured that she already had a ready network with
whom to work.
Originally a ‘new village’ settlement in Selangor, of mostly
Chinese villagers relocated in the 1950s from Kuala
Lumpur during the emergency (communist) period in
Malaysia’s history, and now called Seri Kembangan,
Serdang had a local history and specific cultural aspects of
the mostly Hakka residents that Choon Mee found
invaluable to incorporate into the programme.

Children talking to local shopkeepers and residents for
oral history collection.

The resulting carnival, the “Wow Serdang Art Carnival”,
included a performance of traditional Hakka rhymes
performed by the president of the local school alumni
association, a theatre performance by the children telling
the story of Serdang and a grand street parade. The
carnival is well documented on Facebook, although this is
all mostly in Chinese, with photos and videos, and a 3-part
video of the parade can also be viewed here.
A significant additional output of the carnival was the
setting up of a small community museum, located within the
premises of the main local school partner, SRK Jenis
Kebangsaan Cina Serdang Baru 1 in Jalan Sekolah,
Serdang, and features oral histories collected from local
elders, historical and archive images and artefacts. Proudly
managed by the school administrators, the little museum
currently occupies a room near the school hall, and Choon
Mee disclosed that there are plans to acquire a house to
convert into a permanent display and turn it into a more
formal institution.

Storybooks made by children, inspired by
interactions with the locals in the
neighbourhood, and displayed in the community
museum, Wow Serdang Community Art
Carnival 2012.

Neighbourhood map drawn by children on display in the community museum

Community Legacies from the Carnivals
Both the Batu 11 Cheras and Serdang Carnivals saw legacy
outcomes in the form of actual institutions founded during and
through the efforts of the carnival. The Little Giraffe Book Club is a
church-administered book club in Batu 11 that services the
neighbourhood children with regular reading and story-telling events,
and is a physical home for what previously had been a mobile book
3)
club (Buku Jalanan . Choon Mee acts as an advisor to the club and
it continues to build upon the goodwill established during the carnival
and continues to bring the arts into the community on a regular
basis.

Above: Children during a story-telling
session in the clubhouse.
Left: the Little Giraffe Book Club in the
grounds of the PKIH ( Pertubuhan
Pendidikan Kanak-Kanak Istimewa
th
Harmoni) Lutheran Church 11 Mile
Cheras.

The community museum in SRK Jenis Kebangsaan Cina Serdang Baru 1 is a fantastic grassroots
repository of community history and has become a source of pride for the school and the community
members. Strongly supported by the school board, the content for the museum was sourced and
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Buku Jalanan (“Street Books”) is a volunteer-run mobile library programme, begun in Shah Alam, Selangor, in
2011 and now in operation in several towns around the country.

developed during the workshops held as part of the carnival, as well as a small project running parallel
with the rest of the carnival programming.

Local residents and carnival committee members putting
together the museum.
.

Members of the community during the launch.

According to Choon Mee, local artists in Serdang have also benefited from the spotlight on their town and
have since organised their own activities and exhibitions, supporting Choon Mee’s hope to bring about
benefits for the local artist community as well as for the residents and children.

Next Steps for Choon Mee
Continuity is important to her, and Choon Mee hopes to see longer term results arise from the carnivals,
such as the Book Club and the Community Museum. Her immediate plans are to continue to work on
developing these, but in a small way, happy to note that they are already quite self-running and her
contributions are to add value, not keep them operating. She expects to continue working with the same
communities, although she has turned down requests to organise a carnival again, citing lack of time and
also noting how the new Head Teacher of a school in a district that asked her back was not as supportive
as the last. She is clear in recognizing the contribution of her networks to the projects’ success and her
limitations or challenges without these networks firmly in place.
For similar reasons, she also prefers to concentrate on work in the neighbourhoods around her
(anywhere she can drive to in an hour!), although she has worked further afield.

CONCLUSION
Choon Mee’s work with communities is very much driven by her personal beliefs in the importance of art
in creating a cultured community, one of “high values”; as well as by her concern of this being
inadequately provided for in our existing formal education system with its de-emphasis of art over other
subjects. She has numerous accounts of individual community members stepping out of their houses or
shops, or breaking out of their norms to contribute to the activities she has run – from an old grandmother
joining a story-telling event armed with a basket of sweets for the children and a food stall operator
donating packed chicken rice lunches, to the unassuming, old, school handyman who became a
significant contributor to the setting up of the community museum. There is also the case of a parent
whose children insisted on attending the art camps instead of their normal tuition classes, with the
children showing a marked improvement in their reading and writing by the end of the programme.
These anecdotes are a vivid demonstration of how the carnivals and their offshoots were embraced by
the local community members, and of the value that arts and culture activity can bring into a community.

In addition to the new networks she works with each time, she also cross-networks, bringing people she
has worked with on one carnival to contribute to another, whether as a participant, a facilitator, or to just
observe and give feedback.
Choon Mee has a philosophy of “tien—sien—mien!”, which loosely translates as dot–line–one larger
linked-up space. She is connecting the dots between the different neighborhoods, between the local
practitioners and their audiences, between the students and the artists, between one community group or
club and another. Through the art carnival, she helps to strengthen bonds both within and between
families, the institutions, and the larger community. And, by this, she is not only utilising networks, but is
also simultaneously building networks and strengthening them, with the arts helping to bridge the gaps
and bring everything together.

Parents and children at a book event in the local park

