
6 7JUNE  24-25 2017INTERVIEW INTERVIEW

≈
THE SPACE 

REPRESENTS A SIDE 
OF SINGAPORE 

THAT ISN’T 
ORCHARD ROAD 
OR MARINA BAY 
SANDS. THERE’S 

SOMETHING TO BE 
SAID ABOUT THE 

EXPERIENCE WHEN 
YOU WATCH A FILM, 

THE BEFORE AND 
AFTER, THE SOCIAL 

ASPECT, YOU 
HAVE A SPACE TO 

DECOMPRESS AND 
UNPACK THE FILM 
– WE’RE TRYING 
TO CREATE THAT 

SPACE.
≈

KAREN TAN

WHEN KAREN TAN went to look at a derelict cinema on the 
fifth floor of a forgotten 1970s building on Beach Road, she 
knew right away that the space had potential: she had an idea 
to spruce it up and turn it into an independent cinema of the 
edgy arthouse (i.e. shoestring budget) variety. 

Since it opened in December 2014, The Projector – two 
theatres carved from the vertically-stacked grand circle of the 
former Golden Cinema – has become the venue of choice for 
movie buffs and creative minds. 

As it turned out, Ms Tan, 36, who studied architecture 
in Melbourne before graduating from the London School 
of Economics, picking up a Master’s along the way and 
working for several years in London as an investment banker 
specialising in real estate financing, was uniquely qualified to 
bring The Projector to life. 

She and her co-founders, including sister Sharon Tan 
and business partner Blaise Trigg-Smith, raised the funds 
to renovate the space, buy equipment and put together an 
inventive business plan that features multiple revenue streams 
– including renting the lobby out as a co-working space and 
selling naming rights to the bottoms of cinema seats. It was 
touch-and-go at times and the dire fates of previous (sadly 
demised) indie cinemas around town was not encouraging. But 
The Projector is self-sustaining, with a solid following and a 
reputation as a tireless promoter of local filmmakers.

The irony though, is that Ms Tan didn’t start off wanting 
to save independent cinema in Singapore. Pocket Projects, 
the creative consultancy she founded with Ms Trigg-Smith, is 
geared towards transforming old neighbourhoods into inclusive 
community-driven spaces. Her stated aim is to improve the 
cultural landscape by breathing new life into some of the city’s 
iconic and forgotten buildings, giving them a current sense of 
purpose. The Projector is just the opening scene, so to speak, in 
a much bigger picture.

How did your professional background prepare you for The 
Projector?
People think I’ve made a massive career switch but to me it’s 
always been a logical step. I’ve always been more of a creative 
and artistic person. In Singapore, I was headed towards 
medical school but it didn’t feel right for me. I had the best time 
in Melbourne but the pull to move to London was very strong. 
I can speak the language of architecture but I’m also familiar 
with feasibility, financial modelling, deal structuring and fund-
raising. It’s often more important to ask the right question to 
the right people than to know all the answers.
 
What was it about the space that first drew you to it?
I always pick areas that are off the beaten track. Eventually, 
they become cool and trendy – like Angel and Shoreditch in 
London – and rents go up. With The Projector, it wasn’t like 
people were clamouring to use the space; when we first talked 

to the landlord about the lease, they were more surprised than 
anything. Rejuvenating spaces is a double-edged sword because 
when you go into what’s perceived as a dodgy area and make 
something of it, thereby adding value, you run the risk of 
competition. It’s basically a gentrification cycle – and a difficult 
balance because the original residents are often displaced and 
the soul of the place gets eroded. 

How do you want The Projector to be perceived?
We’ve been pleasantly surprised at the depth of interest. The 
space represents a side of Singapore that isn’t Orchard Road 
or Marina Bay Sands. There’s something to be said about the 
experience when you watch a film, that you have a space to 
decompress and unpack the film. We’re trying to create that 
space.  It’s not a very defined end-product, what we’re trying to 
do is kickstart or seed an energy in an area that is continuously 
evolving. We saw the space as a special opportunity to do 
something. The building’s Brutalist architecture, by Goh Hock 
Guan, is iconic. The spirit of the times then was nation-building 
and the fact that the theatre was in this building was special. 

Tell us a little about the movies at The Projector.
Our first screenings were films like Ken Kwek’s Unlucky Plaza 
and the Kirsten Tan short Dahdi. We keep an eye on the current 
pulse but that’s not the main thing. For us, we try to let films 
have longer exposure. The film that’s had the longest run is 
(Iranian dramedy) Taxi Tehran – it’s been on for around 18 
months. The irony of the whole thing is that people assume that 
everyone in the team has watched every film but we actually 
have less time now – and we definitely don’t screen anything 
that we haven’t watched.

What advice did your parents give you regarding this 
cinematic endeavour?
My father (a retired CEO of Trans-Island Bus Services) was 
always an independent thinker, he dared to try things and do 
things differently. His team was friendly, loyal, passionate – 
that was my main takeaway. He tested every single seat in The 
Projector before we opened, looking for flaws. My mother was 
the same way, she has a naturally curious mind and taught me 
never to just accept the status quo.

A heritage cinema in an old building must have many 
interesting stories to tell.
 One day an old guy showed up, he used to be the projectionist 
here. He told us how he used to carry film reels up the steep 
stairs to the projection room. Then there was a taxi driver who 
told us about coming on date nights with his wife. Even now,  
we get queries from ‘uncles’ in search of racy French films that 
were shown here – it’s slightly heart-breaking actually. You 
cannot replicate the connection with a physical space – there’s a 
sense of ownership of the space.
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