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Introduction
My mother was a gregarious, generous, charming, wild, loving and enchanting 
woman who took her own life when she was 45. I was 14 at the time. I grew up 
under the guidance of my amazing brother. Later, I fell into a mad romance with 
theatre making. Since the conception of my practice, I found her in my work. 
My mother, Millie, would pop, nudge and bleed into almost every small piece of 
art I created. I was having dinner at Fortitude Valley with a dearest friend and 
collaborator of mine, Soonufat Supramaniam, when he declared that I needed 
to make a show, a one-woman-show and it should be based on my mother.  
All terror and self-doubt stepped aside for a second as I realised that he was 
reflecting what my heart was yearning for. Ma Ma Ma Mad was birthed.

At first, I thought Ma Ma Ma Mad was only about my mother, her journey, her life 
and the tragic end of her taking her own life. As I wrote, performed and danced 
in this show, I realised that the piece really is about my own journey and growth. I 
was trying to unpack and understand what it all means for me: a child who grew up 
with this knowledge of her mother’s suicide sitting in her bones, a child who also 
attempted to take her own life and how that child would step into womanhood. 

I hope that as this piece is read and realised, it will allow us to gently start a 
conversation about suicide and depression. I hope that we will always discover 
that glimmering lust for life if we ever fall into darkness. 

Merlynn Tong
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Ma Ma Ma Mad
In a Karaoke Bar, black out.

MERLYNN 60 minutes, go.

Lights Up.

 Hi. I’m Merlynn. I grew up here, in this karaoke bar. 
Imagine me six years old, in my little shorts and singlet 
running around the space discovering all sorts of colourful 
things. I even first discovered sex here. Little me, 6 years old, 
and then ER EE ER EE ER EE ER EE. Mummy why is that 
man beating that woman again and again and again? My 
mum never quite explained it to me. I used to come here all 
the time because my dad owned this karaoke bar and my 
mum worked here. I think they spent some of the happiest 
time of their marriage here. The singing, the dancing, the 
celebrations. You know, if you stay really really still, try this, 
if you stay really really still you can actually feel the stories of 
the karaoke brewing in its walls. Try it, I’m serious.

MOVEMENT: MERLYNN pays respects to the space and 
welcomes all the spirits of the characters in the play into 
her body, one after another.

 So, in Singapore there are many different kinds of Karaoke 
bars. You have the ‘clean’ kind which means you come 
purely to sing. No funny business, ya? But there is the 
other kind where you can get the girls to come into your 
room to entertain you with their body, voice, and much 
much more. 

 Let me tell you how to order these girls. You sit here, 
you take the remote control, you point at the TV, you 
can alternate between ordering song and ordering girls, 
ordering song and ordering girls. Very practical business. 
But in the olden days, it’s much more traditional. You 
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have this person you called a Ma Ma San who would 
come into your room immaculately dressed, you know, 
Gucci, Cartier, Louis Vuitton. And, like a public relations 
officer, she would come in and understand your needs, 
your wants, your desires and she gets the right woman in. 
So she’s a bit like a pimp. And my Mum, happened to be 
that pimp. But that’s not the only thing she does. She also 
does the singing and dancing. And I have a little theory 
about this singing and dancing that Singaporeans like to 
do. It’s my opinion that my culture is a little bit repressed. 
Little bit. You see, case in point, when I miss a Caucasian 
person we’re like: Hello love how you going? Kiss Kiss. 
[exaggerated kissing] Very affectionate, a lot of love. But 
sometimes when I meet a Singaporean, this is what we do 
[head bob]. And everything, everything is in there. But 
what I am actually saying is, “How are you love? You ok? 
You know I live really near you if you ever need anything 
just give me a call okay?” So that is what I am actually 
saying. But I do see that there is a level of repression in 
our culture. So Karaoke! You come here you sing, you 
dance, you express yourself. But I’m not like that. I’m 
more of a storyteller. I come to Karaoke to tell my stories. 
It’s my thing.

TRANSITION to MILLIE 

MILLIE Hello everybody, Friday afternoon so free ah, come to 
karaoke. Very nice. My name is Millie, very nice to meet 
you all. I tell you, when I was very young. Me and my 
sisters used to wear nice dresses, do our hair up with egg 
white and sing for all the villagers. But now, no need for 
that anymore. My husband is a millionaire, he owns this 
karaoke bar and I can come here and sing and dance 
whenever I like. More showing less talking ok. I show you 
one song! Soon ah, play music for Ma Ma San!

MILLIE comedic singing and dancing to ‘Wo Yao Ni De Ai 






