
W
hatever critics may say
about his films, and howev-
er well or badly he fares at
the box office, Singapore
film-maker Royston Tan has

one fan he can always count on – his dad,
Mr Tan Chin Cheng, 61.

The loyal father calls up his friends and
relatives to watch his son’s movies, even
when they are arty ones he does not under-
stand, such as 4:30 (2006), about a latchkey
kid and his mother’s suicidal tenant.

Such is his support that when Royston’s
most recent movie, 12 Lotus, was not garner-
ing ticket sales, he called on his friends as
reinforcements to fill up the cinemas.

“It hurts me to see that the cinema was on-
ly half-full. After all, he had worked so hard,”
says Mr Tan of the poor box-office perform-
ance of the 2008 sequel to 881, a movie about
the colourful getai industry in Singapore.

But even fathers cannot move mountains
– 12 Lotus posted less than $1 million in tak-
ings, compared to the $3 million for 881,
and so, with a budget of $1.3 million, it did
not break even.

Still, his son must have made him proud
by receiving the Singapore Youth Award in
the arts and culture category last month.

And the film-maker’s latest project – a
full-length documentary feature titled Old
Places, which premiered on MediaCorp’s
Okto channel earlier this month as the chan-
nel’s National Day Filmart Special, would
have had extra poignancy for his father. It
was inspired by changes in the neighbour-
hood Tan junior grew up in.

Thirty-four-year-old Royston owes much
to his dad, too, in his rise to become one of
Singapore’s top film-makers.

Mr Tan’s parenting style was to give his
son unwavering support, even when teach-
ers constantly complained about him and
he could barely pass the examinations for
most of his subjects except art.

Mr Tan and his wife of 35 years, Madam
Ng Peng Hwy, 56, both retirees, never gave
up on their son, believing that he was talent-
ed in the arts and that one day, he would
shine in this.

They sent him to art classes and encour-
aged him to take part in art competitions.

Never once did they compare him to his
younger and more studious brother, Ethan,
32, now a public relations executive.

Even when Royston expressed his wish to
become a film-maker after he graduated
from Temasek Polytechnic in 1997 with a
diploma in visual communication, they had
no objections, whereas other parents might
have insisted on a more traditional career.

Said a grateful Royston, who lives with
his parents in a four-room flat in Serangoon
North: “When I was young, my parents told
me that they did not give up on me, so I
shouldn’t give up on myself.

“They have taught me that failure is part
and parcel of life. What will be mine will be
mine eventually.”

What were your growing-up years
like?
Royston: I grew up in a kampung in Lorong

Chuan, where my parents ran a provision
shop. I would go on delivery trips with my
father in a blue pick-up truck every day. He
would let me change the gears while he was
driving.

When I was 10, we moved to an HDB flat.
Then, I took part in more art competitions
and spent less time with dad as he did not
run the provision shop anymore.
Mr Tan: He was very mischievous and
would use the biscuits in the provision shop
as Lego bricks and mess them up. The two
brothers would run around the shop. I hard-
ly caned him or disciplined him as I was very
busy running the shop and delivering
goods. I felt guilty that he was left alone
most of the time.

What was your parenting style like?
Royston: My parents had a very “kam-
pung” simplicity. They didn’t pressure me to
perform well academically or compare me
with my cousins.

My dad also shows love through food. He
is the head of the kitchen, and takes pains to
whip up good food for a simple dinner.
There used to be an unspoken rule to have
dinner together at 6pm daily. Now, we make
it a point to have dinner every weekend.
Even when I cannot make it, my parents will
leave my portion in the refrigerator so I can
eat it for supper when I get home.
Mr Tan: I take it step by step. Children take
time to learn, too. I do not think what kind
of future I want for them. They may not be
able to do it, too. I love to cook for my fami-
ly and eat together.

You had some ups and downs in your
career, from run-ins with the censor-
ship board to poor box-office show-
ings. Do you seek solace in your par-
ents?
Royston: When I receive unjustified criti-
cism, they will always stand by me. Once,
when asked by a journalist how they feel
about my run-ins with the censorship board,
my parents said they were proud of me and
stood by my decision. At the end of the day,
it is all right if no one understands me as I

know that my family will always be there for
me.
Mr Tan: We give him our advice that there
are bound to be low points in his life and he
just has to go through them. Now that he is
successful, I feel happy because he knows his
direction in life.

Will you make a movie about your par-
ents?
Royston: From my first short films Sons
(2000) to feature film 12 Lotus (2008), as-
pects of their personalities have always been
captured.

For example, the analogy of the fingers
pointing towards one’s heart in the last
scene of 881 when Little Papaya was on her
deathbed, is one of my mother’s pieces of ad-
vice to teach me that I should not trust peo-
ple so easily. Friends may betray me but fami-
ly will never do so. Outsiders will never love
me as much as my family.
Mr Tan: The flashy grey shirt that lead char-
acter Qi Yuwu wore in 881 was what I wore
on my wedding day. It was very funny to see
my shirt in the movie. Whatever help Roys-
ton wants for his films, I will give it if I can. I
was an extra in 12 Lotus.

How similar are you to your father?
Royston: We are a photocopy of each oth-
er. When we are set on a certain way to do
things, we stick to it. There are no two ways
about it. We are also very loyal to friends.
Mr Tan: We both like to eat fatty meats and
have the must-win attitude.

If the parent-child relationship were
reversed, would you do anything dif-
ferent?
Royston: I would force him to learn my
cooking. My father’s recipes are an heir-
loom. This year, I will attempt to master his
bamboo shoot soup which he makes every
Chinese New Year.
Mr Tan: I am very satisfied with how he
loves the family, and have no desire for him
to do anything differently.
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Parents, picture this: Your child has just
started walking. He is at the beach for the
first time, enjoying the crunch of soft sand
between his toes.

When he approaches the edge of the
water and the waves gently lap his feet, his
face bursts into a beam so wide, so joyous,
the early morning sun dims in compari-
son. His chuckles are mixed with slight
apprehension, because he is not sure what
to make of the new experience.

Which of the following do you do?
a. Whip out your cameraphone to record
the moment.
b. Scramble to reach your bag for your fan-
cy semi-professional DSLR camera to bet-
ter capture the moment.
c. Get your spouse to take the photos,
while you do the video recording.
d. Sweep your child in your arms and play
in the shallow waters with him.

There is no one right answer to this
question, obviously. Which option you
pick instinctively reveals something rather
fundamental about how you approach rais-
ing your children.

With choices a, b and c, your children
are the objects of your adoration and love,
which is perfectly fine.

I just much prefer to dive into life’s mo-
ments alongside my two daughters, Faith
and Sarah, so that there’s a “we” instead of
an “I” and “them”.

That means when “we” are playing and
learning together, caught up in the thrill
of new experiences, “I” often neglect to
record “them” in action for posterity.

It is incredibly rewarding to always be
there with your children.

It is the good and responsible thing to
always be there for them. But being there
with them, it’s like reliving your child-
hood, plus you come to really understand
the moods, needs and personality traits of
your children at an intimate level you
won’t achieve from looking at a video or
pictures in retrospect.

There is another bonus, the biggest
incentive by far: Your children will love
that you are such an integral part of their
most beautiful memories.

In a recent interview with Esquire maga-
zine, magician David Blaine said: “I was
spoiled by my mother. Not in the sense
that we had things. We didn’t. But when I
was with her, she never watched TV or
talked on the phone.

“She was there. Reading books, going to
museums, walking me through the park,
bringing me to see guys playing the con-
gas. All those things don’t cost a penny,
and yet I feel like I had the most incredible
childhood.”

Reading that made me feel guilty about
those times I texted or talked on my
phone as Faith played by herself, my
peripheral vision the only thing engaging
her.

I am only human, particularly a
grown-up who has forgotten how much
energy it takes to be a child exploring with
all his senses a world where everything is
fresh and exciting and worthy of one’s full-
est attention.

When I read books with Faith, I can lit-
erally get a headache from putting on all
kinds of voices for animals and characters,
not to mention the on-the-fly editing that

I do as I dramatise text that I deem inferior
or, worse, ungrammatical.

It would be much easier if I simply read
to Faith and assured myself that I had dis-
charged my parental duty to educate.

Reading with her, experiencing stories
alongside her and through her eyes, I feel
compelled to question plot holes, interro-
gate characters’ motivations and enliven
slow narratives.

Why should she have to put up with a
poorly told and written story when I cer-
tainly have no time for the same?

It can be real hard work being an adult
and a kid at the same time. So I am really
thankful for the times I can just let go and
enjoy being young again with Faith and
Sarah by my side.

The children’s play Upstairs In The Sky,
currently staged by Singapore Repertory
Theatre’s The Little Company, recently
afforded me one such beautiful, enjoyable
and relaxed hour.

Unlike the two previous plays that
Faith had watched, this gripped her atten-
tion. And mine, too – so much so that I
stopped trying to interpret the show for
her, like so many parents are tempted to
do, to make sure their children understand
what is going on.

With all kinds of odds and ends and ob-
jects you can find around the home – such
as clothes pegs, pieces of cloth and card-
board rolls – the two characters on stage
enacted a magical tale of a princess look-
ing for her grandfather who suddenly goes
missing from her life.

Later that night, after watching the
play, Faith saw flowers, sausages and a
baby’s cradle in a humble hand towel.

As I showered her and cleaned her
using the towel, I did, too.

When film-maker Royston
Tan’s movie 12 Lotus wasn’t
doing well, his dad rallied
his friends to go watch it

My dad, my No. 1 fan

Are you there for your children?
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‘When I receive
unjustified criticism,
they will always stand
by me. Once, when
asked by a journalist
how they feel about my
run-ins with the
censorship board, my
parents said they were
proud of me and stood
by my decision.’
ROYSTON (left, with his father) on
how his family supports him

‘We advise him that
there are bound to be
low points in his life.
Now that he is
successful, I feel happy.’
MR TAN, Royston’s father
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