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Asian Civilisations Museum head Kenson Kwok is retiring
at the end of the year, after 17 years of making history
come alive. He tells DEEPIKA SHETTY that he plans to
travel, take up yoga and learn Latin so he can read the
inscriptions on Roman
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HIStory: Museums are in his blood

Museum doyen Kenson
Kwok wants to visit Rome
after he retires at the end
of the year, and you can
expect a museum to be
on his itinerary

Deepika Shetty

ORK hastaken Adtan Ciils-
tions Museum (ACM) director
Kenson Kuok
ut he has not had a
ahaice o explons the Tlan capital at ek
sure,snice he hs always been holed up in
meetings U
Al hat s st to ehange: Dr Kok 58, s
retiring at the end of the year, leaving
National Heritage Board (NHB) after i
He is planning to spend at lcast a month
cach in tics such as Rome, San Francisco
amd Istanbul, all with rich historical and cul-
tural psts. Fe alo plans to pick up Latin
o he can finally read the inscriptions on
Roman monuments
He says: “I've never really had enough
time fo get unde the skin of hese  places”
Although he leaves his job only at the
end of the year, an international search for
his successor has begun.
‘The NHB is looking for someone who

museum through regular lockbuste cxhi-
bitions and m

Asian Civilisations Museum in Armenian
Street in 1997, then a branch of the muse-
um at Empress Place in 2003
seum in Armenian Street closed
its doors on Dec 31, 2005, but he later con-
verted it into the Peranakan Museum,
which opened last montt
Tommy Kof, who chairs the
heritage board, says, “We owe D Kenson
Kok a big debt urwmm Ho s thelov-
ing uther “of the Asian Gvlsaions Muse-
and the Peranakan

T tough fhese smsoums, d because
of his curatorial expertise and global net-
work of friends and admirers, he has
helped to place Singapore on the museum
map f the v

all three museums, aside from con-

seing hertage buldings into conducive

spies Lo display priceess rt, he also had

start the collections for t

r Gauri Parimoo Krishnian, 44, sen-

for curator for Sotth Agin and research at

points out: “Many things which

you see at the ACM today are things we

discussed when the name ACM didn't
even exisi

“Tt was a time when we were housed in
a container. Even then, Dr Kwok had so
many ideas for the museum,

when you walk through our mu-
seum, it is sometimes hard to believe how
far we have come. His vision really helped
make the museum what it is today.
ach year, at least 500,000 people visit
the ACM. Aidsome of s lockbuster ex-
awn record n
S000 Years Of India, held in
1994, attracted 165,000 visitors — the Jarg-
est number ever recorded for any museum
exhibition in Singapore.

Etcrnal Egypt: Treasures From The
British Museurn, in 1999, drew 102,000 visi-
tors, while Journey Of Faith: Art And His-
tory From The Vatican Collections attract-
ed over 133,000 visitors in

cause of what some of his friends are going

“Some were falling sick. others

were dealing with medical conditions,

some even passed away. Tt made me real.
ise life was passing by (00 quickly.

Uniike hs friends, he hasn' planned iy

ly, ~A Tot of them start-

the golf course

and. planaed their nmnces Ihsven't done

anything of that sort,” he admi

More museums, please

HE DOES plan to spend more time visit-
ing museus md galleries, though,

s drawn to museurns from
5 very Gy age and he has his teaehers 10
thank for this; T had a wonderful succes-
sion of art masters in school who would en-
courage us 1o visit the museum and coni-
meretal glerics”

2 born n Sydnes: Austzls, s s
hauku [ulhel was posted to

‘The family also lived in P«.xmng before mov:

a8 The Art Gallery of New South Wales

buck 1o Singapore
s st stop would be the Na:
tional Museum.

ut he chose to study architceture in-
stead. “When [ was seven or eight, I used
{o make model houses out of cardboard.
Every time my parcnts’ friends saw them,
they would say T would become an archi:
tect. It must have stuck in my mind.”

hfir gottng a bachelors degees i i
chitecture from the University of Sydney

menta paycholoay at Unfversy Collge
n en he returned in 1955, he
jomed the systcms and research depart:
ment at the Housing Bourd
“It was  perfect ob,” b says, I could
soos wa s PRIl e e
BIDDING FAREWELL: Like e of a girl waving goodbye at the Peranakan Museum, museum director Dr Kol incd the South Bt s ‘”“‘"““e‘
“ame sher sponding 17 yaars st NatnelHermage Board el gt e o B b o

DrKwokon...

s dealing with the museum very
Llosely and found out fhat 1t was lobking
. X pe sort of fell into the job and
Why he’s retiring: \ . | mv hu:by soon turned into a profes-

‘I really feel I've
neglected my family
and friends. It is a

¢ joined the National Museum
a5 a senior curator in 1992. He was
appointed deputy dircctor of the

M in 1994 and becamc its diree-

" - i . torlater that ycar.
miracle that | still , : | ¢ % © Heis quick to credit others for the
£ P * success of ACM's blockbuster exhibi-
have some friends left B tions. but hose who know him av i
2 : L i s abilty to connect with people
Life at the museum: that has helped the maseum g the

sanding it his oday,
an says: “He was visiting

‘It has been a sprint
to the finish’

that he immersed himself totally in
the gulture there.
though he could afford i,
he dldn: )mle an gir-conditioned cat
© see the place. He would take the
PLENTY OF ART: Outfits Sto-rickshiws, ust ke we 4o when
on display (above) at the we are in India.
Peranakan Museumn. 1 Kwok als says he plans to con-
Dr Kwok's vision for the {0 tinue his muscum work, albeit in a dif-
ferent role. He says he is in discussions

Apart from this, ACM’s growing inter-
national reputation has been reflected in
the interest in ts collecton. T has been
lending to other museums in Sy -
smms, ookt Baaie tpor s o

o g positioned the museum interna

torally. Br Kok says he losl s time t6 i

retir A a7 ¥ o led to with the NHB to continue in an adviso-
=

‘Apart from travelling and learning Lat  4lf Blockbuster extibitions - BB
in, the bachelor also plans to take up yoga, | Al which featured, among R He says: “Museums are in my
spend more time with his family and . % nmu things, V:ﬂcan blood. Unless 1 g for a transfusion,
frends,and “buy an, nld house in another et and gy 3 8 thoy vould stay o partof e

(” ) before that, there’s Rome, Is-

el ufu e he decided to take a artefacts. ) tanbl, S B ancisco to explore.

permanent break fro s
) relentiess” 12- 0 15 hour work days be- T % > deapikas@sph.com.sg



