
He
said:

“Two
years was a

long time to not
work and, of course, I was

worried about my financial situa-
tion, but I also did not want to give
up trying. I changedmybirthname
from Yangtian to Xiangyu for
better luck, and it didn’t help that I
refused to take on supporting
roles.”
His hard work paid off, and Dai is

now recognised in China, with over
2.5 million followers on Weibo.
Some fans have even paid to be

on the same flight as him.
However, he is careful with his

image as there is close scrutiny of
Chinese artistes due to recent
scandals.
“Nowadays, after filming with

female cast members, I head
straight tomy trailer and not speak
to anyone to avoid being caught on
anyone’s smartphone camera. It’s
so easy for the truth to be miscon-
strued.”
In his newest television series

Sisterhood on iQiyi, Dai plays the
lead as a young gangster in
mid-1930s Singapore.
Does he find it intriguing that his

career and life are often deeply
intertwined with Singapore?
“I don’t think it’s fate. Imade that

happen through my decisions and
hard work – coming to Singapore
to work and succeed, and then re-
turning toChina as anewbie actor,”
he replied matter-of-factly.
“I’ve always wanted to take the

stories of Singapore, especially the
television shows I’d worked on,
such as The Little Nyonya, to Chi-
na, to expose the Chinese produc-
tion crew to the amazing history of
Singapore. I think I’ve come full
circle with my career and accom-
plished what I’d hoped to achieve.”

Graphic novel about
MNC run by demons
is Book of the Year

A genre-blending graphic novel
about a multinational company
run by Asian demons and an intro-
ductory volume on comfort wom-
en in Singapore were among the
winners at the 2023 Singapore
Book Awards, which celebrates the
achievements of the home-grown
publishing industry.
Work-Life Balance: Malevolent

Managers And Folkloric Freelan-
cers by Benjamin Chee and Wayne
Ree, published by Difference En-
gine, on Wednesday won the Best
Literary Work category and the
coveted Book of the Year.
The breezy mash-up of prose

and comics draws on Asian my-
thology while taking a wry look at
corporate life, starring pontianak,
manananggal, ba jiao gui and other
supernatural beingswho are at risk
of being displaced from their jobs
by foreign competition.
The multinational company’s

goal? “To acquire the power to de-
stroy civilisation and bring the
world to an end”, presenting a
quandary to those tempted to join
its mission.
The judging panel said of the

book: “Work-Life Balance is both
weird andwonderful, amiracle of a
book that crosses severalmedia. (It
is) truly a stimulating experience
for the reader: a unique amalgam
of a business book on office rela-
tionships, a post-colonial treatise
in a form of amythological clash of
cultures, a graphic novel, a femi-
nist diatribe, a wuxia homage, and
much more.”
The panel also called it a cultural

statement, and a tome that anyone
who wishes to understand the
psycho-social aspects of 21st-century
life in South-east Asia must read.

BestNon-FictionTitlewent toThe
Comfort Women Of Singapore In
HistoryAndMemorybyNational In-
stitute of Education (NIE) associate
professor of history Kevin Black-
burn, publishedby theNationalUni-
versity of Singapore Press.
In just 200 pages, it answers a

long unanswered question: that
there were comfort women in Sin-
gapore duringWorldWar II, includ-
ing local women – making the case
that thoughnoSingaporeanwomen
have come forward, people should
not think they were exempt.
By sieving through oral inter-

views and archival materials,
Blackburn names Cairnhill, Bukit
Pasoh, Seletar and Kallang as
places where comfort houses were
set up by the Japanese.
In these, although Korean and

Japanese women predominated,
there were also Javanese, Chinese,
Caucasian and Singaporeanwomen
–many of whomwere abducted, or
were pre-war prostitutes recruited
into continuing their trade under
the Japanese Occupation.
The annual Singapore Book

Awards is presented by the Singa-
pore Book Publishers Association
(SBPA), which represents publish-
ers based in Singapore.
A total of 139 books were submit-

ted by 27 publishers across nine
categories, after which the Book of
the Year is picked from the nine
winning books.
Seven judges from various sec-

tors of the industry were involved
in the decision-making – National
Library Board chief librarian Gene
Tan; book editor and former SBPA
president Triena Noeline Ong; for-
mer Books Kinokuniya Asia-Pacif-
ic senior store and merchandising
director Kenny Chan; Pustaka Na-
sional publisher Syed Ali Ahmad
Semait; Casco Publications busi-
ness director Kathy Low; senior
publisher at Taylor & Francis Katie
Peace; and Dr Jo-Ann Netto-Shek,
lecturer of English language and
literature at NIE.
Mr Chan, who presented the

award for Best Literary Work, not-
ed that all four finalists featured a
female protagonist. “I’m not trying
to be woke or politically correct.
These books stand out for their
quality alone.”
The other finalists for Best Liter-

aryWork are TheAccidentalMalay
by Karina Bahrin, published by
Epigram Books, with global pub-
lishing rights later sold to British
publisher Picador; Marshall Ca-
vendish International Asia’s Dear-
est Intimate by literary stalwart Su-
chen Christine Lim; and The
House Of Little Sisters by Eva
Wong Nava, published by Penguin
Random House SEA.
Straits Times Press won in the

Best Cover Design category for M/
other: 20 Powerful Stories Of Pa-
rental Love Against All Odds by
Loretta Chen, and Best Picture
Book for Grandma’s Tiger by Alan
John and Quek Hong Shin.
Last year’s winner for Book of the

Year was The Food Of Singapore
Malays, a monumental tome on the
history of Malay cuisine by Khir
Johari. It went on to win the top
prize at the 28th Gourmand World
Cookbook Awards, also known as
the Oscars of the cookbook world.

Singapore Book Awards

Clement Yong

Work-Life
Balance:
Malevolent
Managers And
Folkloric
Freelancers (top)
won Book of the
Year and Best
Literary Work,
while The
Comfort Women
Of Singapore In
History And
Memory (above)
is Best
Non-Fiction Title.
PHOTOS:
DIFFERENCE
ENGINE, NUS
PRESS

FULL LIST OF WINNERS

�Best Non-Fiction Title: The Comfort Women
Of Singapore In History And Memory by Kevin
Blackburn (NUS Press)
�Best Literary Work:Work-Life Balance:
Malevolent Managers And Folkloric Freelancers
by Benjamin Chee and Wayne Ree (Difference
Engine)
�Best Illustrated Non-Fiction Title: Eat Here
Or Take Away: All About Singapore Hawker
Culture by various contributors (Landmark
Books)
�Best Cover Design:M/other: 20 Powerful
Stories Of Parental Love Against All Odds by
Loretta Chen (Straits Times Press)
�Best Young Person’s Title: Amazing Ash &
Superhero Ah Ma #2: Coming Of Age by Melanie
Lee and Arif Rafhan (Difference Engine)
�Best Picture Book: Grandma’s Tiger by Alan
John and Quek Hong Shin (Straits Times Press)
�Best Custom Publishing: A Reverent Journey:
Masjid Omar Kampong Melaka, edited by
Sharifah Zahra Aljunied and Syed Abdullah
Abdul Rahman Aljunied (Opus Editorial)
�Best Professional Title: The Millennial Leader:
Working Across Generations In The New Normal
by Vivek Iyyani (Penguin Random House SEA)
�Best Educational Title: The Intertidal
Adventures Of BioGirl MJ by Man Jing Kong and
Raye Ng (World Scientific Education)
�Book of the Year:Work-Life Balance:
Malevolent Managers And Folkloric Freelancers
by Benjamin Chee and Wayne Ree (Difference
Engine)
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This article first appeared in
Harper’s Bazaar Singapore, the
leading fashion glossy on the
best of style, beauty, design,
travel and the arts. Go to
harpersbazaar.com.sg and follow
@harpersbazaarsg on Instagram;
harpersbazaarsingapore on
Facebook. The August 2023 issue
is out on newsstands now.
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Ng Yi Lian Chinese actor Dai Xiangyu
talks about finding

stardom in Singapore, then
moving back to China to
start all over again

ted the food in
Singapore was
one of the best
things about living here.
He had lined up his meals

over his three-day promotional
work trip here and his first meal
was popiah. “I reallymissedpopiah
and I like it the way the locals do it
– with more chilli,” he said.
Dai had returned to China to

restart his career from scratch in
the early 2010s, despite becoming
a household name in Singapore.
About 15 years ago, he played a

Japanese photographer in Channel
8 blockbuster drama The Little
Nyonya.
“That was what my manager

asked me to do. He felt I was not
being smart or strategic in my de-
cisions,” Dai said.
“The local media started refer-

ring tome as anAhGe (Big Brother
in the acting scene), but that term
made me feel like I’d hit a plateau.
“I believed I still had much to

learn and grow, so I decided to
move to China. I was only 30 years
old then.”
In Shanghai, he did not get a sin-

gle acting gig.

Chinese actor Dai Xiangyu, for-
merly known as Dai Yangtian,
moved to Singapore in
2007 after hewas dis-
covered by a talent
scout in Shanghai in
2006.
His first accom-

modation, he said,
was a helper’s room
in a Thomson Road
condominium.
“I was in my early

20s and did not
have much money,
and the rent was re-
ally high, at $800 a
month. I lived like that
for two years,” he said.
“Most people assume

actors have lots of
money, but that is
definitely not the case
when you are a new-
comer. It never bothered
me, and I was just happy to
have a safe place and com-
fortable bed to come home
to after long days of work.”
The 38-year-old’s disarm-

ing humility and straight-
forward personality came
through right from the start
of the interview.
While not necessarily

politically correct, his
candid answers were re-
freshing and he did not shy
away from any of the ques-
tions posed.
He also made it clear to

the hair and make-up art-
ist from the beginning that
she had free rein over his
hair and face.
“Acting is just a job to me,”

Dai saidmatter-of-factly. “Even
me sitting here right now, getting
make-uponmy face andchatting
with you – they’re all part of my
job. Given a choice, the intro-
vertedmewould never choose to
do all these.”
If he is not working, he will be

at the gym in the morning or at
the park chatting with old men to
hear their life stories.
“To be honest, I think that’s

work too,” Dai said. “Even though
I’m curious by nature, learning
how others live and struggle helps
me adddepth to the roles I play. I’m
willing to do anything and work
really hard to make sure I excel at
my job.”
If he were not an actor, he be-

lieves he would have been a busi-
nessman or an entrepreneur.
“I’ve always been great with

numbers, and since my late 20s, I
have been collecting watches, not
just because I like them, but also
because I really enjoy being able to
resell them for a profit,” he said.
His preferred brands are Patek

Philippe, Richard Mille, Panerai
and IWC Schaffhausen.
Dai’s good taste is not restricted

to just timepieces. Other luxury
brands you will see him shelling
out for are Fear of God and Louis
Vuitton.
“I don’t want to spend time

thinking aboutmaterial things, but
I make sure I’m well-dressed and
comfortable,” Dai said. “So when I
have Fear of God and Louis Vuitton
in my wardrobe, I don’t need to
overthink.”
As for his grooming regimen, he

keeps it simple.
“I use whatever cleanser my wife

(Chinese actress Chen Zihan) or a
make-up artist gives me, and that’s
the only skincare product I use. I
work out daily and I think that’smy
best beauty advice,” he said.
But Dai was all excited when the

topic of food came up.
The self-professed foodie admit-

The local media started
referring to me as an Ah Ge
(Big Brother), but that term
made me feel like I’d hit a
plateau. I believed I still had
much to learn and grow, so I
decided to move to China.

”DAI XIANGYU, formerly known as Dai Yangtian
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