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ANETRNANA S u K ANEN

THE EASTERN OBSERVER is

a bilingual journal

of art and literature,

published in Japanese and English,
with a focus on

contemporary artistic practice
in Japan and across Asia.
Alongside the journal,

we extend these conversations
through newsletters,

reading sessions,

and audiovisual projects,
exploring, with our readers,

the signs of worlds yet to come.
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Precise Acts, Ateliers Hermés, Normandy France. © Lina Ghotmeh — Architecture. Photography © lwan Baan | © Hermés, 2023. 2019-2023.
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Commentary by Hikaru Fujii

Ifian bin Sa’at, born 1977, is a Singaporean
/ Malay writer. In Singaporean culture, “Sa’at”

/ . . o, .
v is often mistaken for a surname, but it is ac-

tually his father’s given name his full name
means “Alfian, son of Sa’at”. As a writer, he is correct-
ly referred to simply as “Alfian”. Reflecting on his
own name, Alfian has noted that “glossing, which
happens not just when you’re a writer from the pe-
riphery on the global stage. It also happens when
you’re a minority in your own country” (from the 2022
essay Identity, Alphabetically).

As this episode illustrates, Alfian Sa’at’s
writing is inevitably shaped by the question of what it
means to be part of a minority. What kind of place is
Singapore for those living there as Malays? What
kind of relationship should they seek to forge with the
Chinese majority that forms the mainstream of Singa-
porean society? Within the trajectory of Singapore’s
development as a nation, how should the present mo-
ment of its communities be situated and understood?
Such questions, expressed in various forms, illumi-
nate Alfian’s creative practice.

Alfian was born into a Malay Muslim fami-
ly in Singapore, a background that situates him with-
in the very minority context his writing explores. Yet,
even the term “Malay” cannot be reduced to a single
identity; his father’s side is of Javanese descent, and
his mother’s of Minangkabau descent, giving him ec-
lectic origins. Raised in a multilingual environment,
with Malay spoken at home and English at school, he
would eventually come to write in both languages.
Above all, one of Alfian’s most striking characteristics
is his versatility, consistently producing work in thea-
tre, fiction and poetry, achieving an exceptionally
high standard in each form. On top of that, concerned
by the tendency of Singapore’s literary cultures in dif-
ferent languages to exist in isolation from each other,

he has also pursued translation.
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Although two collections of his short stories
have been translated into Japanese to date, Alfian’s
precocious career has been most defined by theatre.
He began presenting theatrical works in his teens,
while still a student at the prestigious Raffles Junior
College in Singapore, attracting attention from an
early age. Written in both English and Malay, Alfian’s
plays have often been staged in Malaysia, and he cur-
rently serves as writer-in-residence at the Singapore
theatre company W!ld Rice.

Particularly noteworthy are Hotel (2015)
and Tiger of Malaya (2018). Hotel confines its drama
to a single room, yet through the people who pass
through it at ten-year intervals from 1915 to 2025, it
unfolds the sweeping history of Singapore. Conceived
as a counterpoint to the “official” narrative commem-
orating the fiftieth anniversary of independence, the

play spans eleven scenes and nearly seventy charac-

ters from a Japanese soldier to a terrorist sus-
pect to a Malay film star — as nine languages inter-
mingle, blending songs, comic moments, and even a
murder case into a five-hour theatrical spectacle. Tiger
of Malaya takes its point of departure from the 1943
Japanese film of the same title, which portrays the
bandit Yutaka Tani, known as “Harimau”, taking re-
venge for his family’s murder while aiding the Japa-
nese army’s advance from the Malay Peninsula to Sin-
gapore. The wartime film casts the British and Chinese
as villains, reflecting its propagandistic origins. Alfi-
an’s play stages the very process by which contempo-
rary actors attempt to “restage” that film in a Singa-
pore theatre, which is itself staged as Alfian’s Tiger of
Malaya. Malay, English, and Japanese intermingle on
stage, and memories of multiple nation-states inter-
sect, always tempered with Alfian’s characteristic hu-
mour. When Tiger of Malaya was presented at the To-
kyo Festival in October 2023, audiences experienced

not just the performance but also discussions with Al-
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fian himself.

While Alfian has published extensively for
the stage, in Japan, it is his fiction writing that has
brought him the greatest acclaim, even as global liter-
ary trends continue to focus on fiction. The works
translated into Japanese in book form are Sayang,
Singapore: Alfian’s Short Stories (translated by Mi-
yuki Kosetsu, Dandansha, 2015) and Malay Sketches
(translated by the present author, Shoshi Kankanbo,
2021). Sayang, Singapore is a complete translation of
Alfian’s first short story collection, Corridor, original-
ly published in 1999. As the translator notes in the af-
terword, it is a collection that brings into relief “people
who feel a certain unease in the heartlands of Singa-
pore”. Malay Sketches is a collection of short pieces
portraying Malay individuals in Singapore, in which
the minority’s question of where they belong resonates
across various corners of society.

Amongst individual short stories available
in Japanese translation is “The Wife’, included in the
anthology Zetsuen (Shogakukan, 2022). This collec-
tion, conceived by the Korean writer Chung Serang,
features newly commissioned stories by young Asian
writers on the shared theme of ‘separation’. Alongside
works by Sayaka Murata (Japan), Hao Jingfang (Chi-
na), Wiwat Lertwiwatwongsa (Thailand), Hon Lai-
chu (Hong Kong), Lhashamgyal (Tibet), Nguyen
Ngoc Tu (Vietnam) and Lien Ming-Wei (Taiwan), Al-
fian’s short story ‘The Wife’ centres on a Malay Singa-
porean couple in their forties. With the tension of a
chamber drama, it reflects how their everyday life be-
gins to change after the husband encounters a former
lover.

Alfian visited Japan in 2022 to participate
in the Kyoto Writers Residency. The Kyoto Writers
Residency was launched in 2021 with the aim of offer-
ing writers and translators from Japan and abroad op-

portunities to reside in Kyoto for creative work and
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exchange. As it happened, the programme began dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic, and in its first year, no
participants were able to travel to the city. The follow-
ing year, Alfian became part of the first cohort to par-
ticipate in person, joining writers and translators in-
cluding the Czech writer Anna Cima, the Maori writer
Paula Morris of New Zealand, the Belgian writer Hu-
bert Antoine, the Japanese writer Ao Omae and the
translator Emily Balistrieri.

At the Kyoto Writers Residency, a reading
is held as the closing event. The writers bring their
own texts, and the Japanese translations are read
aloud. For his reading, Alfian chose a short story he
had written during his stay in Kyoto. ‘Holiday’, pre-
sented here in translation, is the complete version of
that work. After the reading, Alfian left Kyoto for his
next destination, Krak6w, Poland.

In sitting with Alfian’s work, we also cannot
overlook his poetry. As an accomplished poet, he has
published three poetry collections to date, beginning
with One Fierce Hour (1998), followed by A History of
Amnesia (2001), and The Invisible Manuscript (2012).
(Unfortunately, all three are now difficult to obtain in
print.) By his own account, he became deeply ab-
sorbed in poetry while in secondary school, after read-
ing an anthology of English poetry as part of the cur-
riculum and discovering poets like Seamus Heaney,
Philip Larkin, and Sylvia Plath. While his fiction is of-
ten characterised by an introspective and tender tone,
one of Alfian’s distinctive features as a poet is the
range of voices manifested in his poetry. At times, he
addresses political themes directly, offering a sharp
critique of minority marginalisation and censorship
in Singaporean society. For many English-language
writers, it is not uncommon for a career to begin in po-
etry and later shift entirely to fiction, as is the case
with Paul Auster, but Alfian has been persistent in
working as a poet. One of his notable recent projects
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is Rhetorical Territories (2017), a collaboration with
Singapore-based photographer Tom White. Drawing
on a series of photographs capturing the landscapes of
Singapore’s emblematic public housing estates, the
book conveys the emptiness of the so-called “kam-
pung spirit”, once promoted as the ideal ethos under-
pinning communal life. For each photograph, Alfian
makes a short three-line poem, a “rhetorical haiku”,
responding in pared-down language to images imbued
with absence and forging a striking interaction be-
tween text and image.

In this volume, three poems are presented in
translation from Alfian’s second poetry collection, A
History of Amnesia, first published in 2001 and re-
vised in 2008. In ‘Autobiography’, memories of child-
hood, inscribed within the inexorable flow of time, are
rendered with both vividness and fragility. By con-
trast, ‘The City Remembers’, set against the backdrop
of urban life, adopts a cool, detached tone, observing
human activity through the eyes of streetlights, trains,
traffic signals and elevators. ‘The Electric Ghazals’,
meanwhile, may be regarded as one of Alfian’s poetic
highlights, bringing together his technical virtuosity
across a range of emotions and perspectives along
with the traditional Persian-derived poetic form of the
ghazal. Each of the twelve ghazals bears thematic ti-
tles such as “Oblivion”, “Death”, or “Happiness”, and
the language of the ghazal pursues the themes before
concluding with an address to “Alfian” in the final
couplet. At times playful, at times driven by intense
emotion, the words echo between “I”” and “you”, cre-
ating a magical space reminiscent of a hall of mirrors.

At once attentive to Singapore’s past and
present, Alfian’s practice in translation reveals a crea-
tivity that remains open to the world. Every line and
every word carries a quality that draws the reader in,
even as it interrogates the writer’s own self and pro-

pels them toward further creation. Guided by diversi-
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ty and openness, this voice is tied to the Singapore Al-
fian envisions and will likely flourish in importance,
extending beyond Singapore to parts of the world
where intolerance and the justification of oppression

continue to spread.

ALFIAN SA'AT

Resident Playwright of W!Id Rice. His published works
include three collections of poetry: “One Fierce Hour”, “A
History of Amnesia” and “The Invisible Manuscript”; a
collection of short stories, ‘Corridor’; a collection of flash
fiction, ‘Malay Sketches’; and three collections of plays.

HIKARU FUJII

An American literature scholar, translator, and an Associate
Professor at the Faculty of Letters and the Graduate School
of Humanities and Sociology at The University of Tokyo. In
2017, he received the 3rd Japan Translation Award for his
Japanese translation of All the Light We Cannot See by
Anthony Doerr. His publications include From the Terminal
to the Wasteland: American Literature in the Post-American
Era and 27st Century x American Fiction x Translation
Workshop. He has also translated numerous works into
Japanese, including Harlem Shuffle by Colson Whitehead.
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ters I’'d most want to recommend to overseas re-
cord lovers.

Now back to the main story. It took an
international push to shake things loose domes-
tically as well. As foreign labels moved ahead
with vinyl reissues and streaming releases, Jap-
anese record companies began to follow. In
2024, King Records opened up a large chunk of
its back catalogue, making early recordings by
Sadao Watanabe and Toshiko Akiyoshi from the
1960s available to stream for the first time. Sony
followed that same year with Akiyoshi’s big-
band work, and the year after, Masabumi Ki-
kuchi’s Susto arrived on streaming services too.
By the mid-2020s, the major labels were all
moving at once. Ryo Fukui and Hiroshi Suzuki
had kicked the door open, and Japanese jazz is

now easier to listen to than it has
ever been.

The long inaccessibility of
Japanese jazz recordings is also
part of why its history has never
been properly written down. No
book offering a real historical over-
view has yet been published in Ja-

pan discography guides exist,
written from a DJ and record angle,
but a coherent history remains un-
written. Now, with the music finally
accessible and international recog-
nition growing, the conditions for
that to change are there for the
first time. There’s something so
characteristically Japanese about
a country being prompted to doc-
ument its own music history by en-
thusiasm from abroad. That moment
feels close. Whether Japanese jazz
becomes something more than a
trend will depend on what comes
next.

MITSUTAKA NAGIRA

Born in 1979 in Izumo, Shimane Prefecture,
Japan. A graduate of Izumo High School and
Tokyo Gakugei University. Music critic,
interviewer, educator, DJ, and radio personality.
His work centers on jazz and its surrounding
musical cultures through writing, interviews,
lectures, educational programs, curatorial
projects, and supervision. Best known for the
Jazz The New Chapter series, he has devoted
himself to tracing the development of
21st-century jazz while situating it within
broader histories of music.

©@elis_ragina X@Elis_ragiNa
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One might say that the shelves of a sec-
ondhand book
store are filled entirely with books for which there
is no longer any reason that they “must be read
now.” Compared with the bustle and clamor of a
new bookstore, the storefront of a used bookstore
feels uncannily quiet for precisely that reason.
Books that have slipped from the current of their
age lose what they once had to say as commodi-
ties, and are left with no choice but silence.

Of course, this does not mean that such
books have become wholly worthless. To lose
one’s point of contact with the present does not
mean to become valueless. What it means is that
the discovery of that value is entrusted entirely to
the person standing before the shelves, browsing
through used books. It may sound overly grand to
say that the buyer’s task is to discover a new pre-
sentness within these silent books, to grant them

a hew voice but in truth, that is exactly what
everyone does when buying secondhand books.

Unlike newly published books, used
books do not speak to us about why they should
be read now. Precisely for that reason, we must
measure the relationship between the book and
our present selves with far greater care and deli-
cacy. In order to buy a book that has already lost
the reasons it once possessed for being pur-
chased, one has no choice but to search for those
reasons within oneself. And those reasons are of-
ten so singularly one’s own that they can probably
never be shared with anyone else.

Books placed in new bookstores con-
stantly insist upon how many people are reading
them. By contrast, books in secondhand book-
stores wait for someone to discover them for rea-
sons no outsider could ever fully understand.
Though both are selling books, new bookstores
and used bookstores speak in completely oppo-
site voices. Put another way, a new bookstore
seeks to welcome you as a member of society,
whereas a secondhand bookstore asks, rather,
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that you estrange yourself from
society and become isolated
from it. It asks people, deliber-
ately, to step outside the flow of
the present moment.

| think that, even as a
child, | sensed there was some-
thing gentle about that feeling
of isolation. Since starting a
secondhand bookstore myself, |
have once again found myself
visiting used bookstores fre-
quently, yet even now | remain
largely unmoved by rare edi-
tions or expensive collector’s
items. Market value always
points toward the present mo-
ment. The reason | continue to
feel drawn instead to books
tossed into bargain bins for a
hundred yen books that
have already slipped beyond
the scales of market value—is

perhaps because they allow me
to feel the freedom of slipping
outside the time called “now.”

KEI WAKABAYASHI

Editor, content director at blkswn publishers in
Tokyo, Japan. Began his career on the editorial
staff of Monthly Taiyé at Heibonsha before
working as a freelance editor and later serving
as editor-in-chief of the Japanese edition of
WIRED. In 2018, he co-founded blkswn
publishers Inc. His major works include
Democracy of Experimentation (co-authored
with Shigeki Uno, Chikd Shinsho), Opening
“The Forgotten Japanese”: Tsuneichi Miyamoto
and the Democracy of Seken (co-authored with
Akihiro Hatanaka, blkswn publishers), and the
edited volume Next-Generation Government:
How to Build a Small Yet Expansive Govern-
ment (blkswn publishers), as well as Farewell,
Future (Iwanami Shoten). He also co-translated
The Seventh Man by John Berger (blkswn
publishers) with Kim Sungwon, among many
other edited and translated works. In February
2025, he was appointed deputy director of
TIGER MOUNTAIN, a secondhand bookstore
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district.
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