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Talking Points
1. Comment on the title.


Quote Brother McNally (1996)’s refutation of allegation that  Singapore was ever a “cultural desert”.  It was a Western mis‑perception of the cultural realities of Singapore.

It used to be said that Singapore’s three favourite performing arts were: eating, shopping and gambling.

The bottomline is that, today, Singapore is a culturally vibrant city, and music, theatre and dance have replaced eating, shopping and gambling as our three favourite performing arts.

2. I should have chosen a better title for my talk.  On reflection, I should have called it, “Singapore’s Cultural Journey, 1990 to 2010: Some Personal Reflections”.

3. As a young man, I had many dreams for Singapore.  I dreamt that one day Singapore would become a culture-loving country and Singaporeans would become a cultured people who read books, listen to music, enjoy theatre, dance and opera (both Chinese and Western).  I dreamt that Singapore would have a world class centre for the performing arts and great museums.  I dreamt that Singapore would produce a growing community of artists, playwrights, actors, composers, musicians, writers, choreographers and dancers, script writers and film makers, curators and others, whose achievements would be recognised and valued by society.
4. One of the advantages of old age is that, if you are lucky, you would live to see many of your dreams come true.  If you are really lucky, as I am, you may even play a small role in making your dreams come true.

5. In 1991, Minister George Yeo (MITA) asked me to be the founding Chairman of the National Arts Council (NAC).  I was reluctant to accept because I already had two other jobs, at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) and at the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS).  In the end, I agreed to take on a third job and worked very hard at all three of them!

6. What was my agenda as the first Chairman of NAC?

(a) Raise the social status of artists in Singapore;
(b) Nurture the growth of a number of flagship art companies and groups;
(c) Support the young, experimental artists (The Substation);
(d) Grow the audience through Arts In Education and bringing the arts to the people (Botanic Gardens, community centres);
(e) Support the two arts colleges, the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) and LASALLE College of the Arts, National Institute of Education (NIE), Victoria Junior College (VJC), etc;
(f) Provide affordable housing for arts groups (Waterloo Street, Cairnhill) and studio spaces for artists (Telok Kurau, etc);
(g) Give scholarships to young artists;
(h) Raise money from government, private sector, foundations, wealthy individuals (champion cultural philanthropy);
(i) Launched the short-lived but successful Asian Performing Arts Festival (APAF);
(j) Made the Festival of Arts (FOA) annual instead of biennial;
(k) Help arts groups to be more professional in their governance, public relations, marketing, etc;
(l) Protect the artists from unhappy conservatives.

7. Introduce Khor Kok Wah, Deputy CEO of NAC.  He will help me to answer questions concerning NAC during the Q&A session.
8. In 1992, I was appointed the Chairman of the Censorship Review Committee.  I was given a free hand to choose its members.  I chose 18 members – a microcosm of Singapore.  Took us a year of intensive discussions and a lot of give‑and‑take to arrive at a consensus.  The government accepted all our recommendations.
9. What were the key recommendations?

They were:

(a) Greater public involvement in decision-making on censorship matters;

(b) NAC should take over the responsibility from the police as the vetting authority for theatre;

(c) An advisory body should advise on appeals for publications;

(d) Introduce NC16 rating for films;

(e) Performing arts groups should exercise self-regulation and be exempted from prior vetting of scripts;

(f) Artistic, literary and research merit of media materials to be given due consideration;

(g) Strike balance between religious sensitivities and artistic merit.

10. The overall thrust of our recommendations was to liberalise our censorship policies and procedures, but at a pace acceptable to the majority; to reduce the power of the bureaucracy and enhance the power of the people and the arts groups; and to be very cautious on issues touching on religion and race.  Examples: Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses and Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ.
11. Commissioned a Gallup poll.

Surprised that the people did not want to reduce the age limit for R(A) movies from 21 to 18 and did not want magazines, such as “Playboy”, to circulate in Singapore.

12. Introduce Koh Buck Song.  He was a member of the 1992, 2002 and 2010 Censorship Review Committees.  He was the Vice-Chairman of the 2010 committee.  Buck Song has agreed to help me answer questions pertaining to censorship during the Q&A session.

13. In 1989, the Ong Teng Cheong Report on Culture and the Arts was published.  It was a seminal report and has been described as the Master Plan for the development of the arts in Singapore.  One of the recommendations of the report was to build a world class centre for the performing arts.  The government subsequently decided to build such a centre at Marina Bay.  By then, Mr Ong had become the President of Singapore.  Nevertheless, he was a member of the Steering Committee, along with Minister George Yeo and Minister (now DPM) Wong Kan Seng.  I was a member as Chairman of NAC.  I was given the enviable task of chairing a committee to interface with the local arts community.  It was a very challenging job, especially when I was asked to announce the bad news that the Concert Hall and Theatre would be built in phase 1 and the medium-size theatre would be built in phase 2.  I have recently reminded the Permanent Secretary of MICA and Benson Puah that we should fulfill our promise to complete phase 2.
14. I served on the Esplanade’s Board of Directors from 2000 to 2007.  The Esplanade was a great success from the day it opened its doors.  It has been embraced by the people of Singapore.  Both the Concert Hall and the Theatre have excellent acoustics and we must thank the late Russell Johnson for getting it right.  The Esplanade has been criticised by some of our friends for:

(a) Catering only to the elite;
(b) Hosting mostly imported shows;

(c) Being unfriendly to the local arts community;  and

(d) Making little contributions to the development of the arts and arts professionals in Singapore.

15. What are the facts?
(a) In 2009, 1.8 million people attended ticketed and non‑ticketed activities at the Esplanade, 75% were Singaporeans, 20% Permanent Residents (PRs) and 5% tourists;

(b) In 2009, local groups made up 71% and foreign groups 29%, of the groups which presented works at the Esplanade;

(c) In 2009, of the 1.8 million attendees, 1.3 million attended free concerts;

(d) The Esplanade co-produces shows with local arts groups and artistes, eg Singapore Dance Theatre (SDT), Singapore Repertory Theatre (SRT), TheatreWorks, Singapore Chinese Orchestra (SCO), Toy Factory, The Finger Players, Teater Ekamatra, etc;

(e) The Esplanade organises annual festivals to celebrate Chinese New Year (Huayi – Chinese Festival of Arts), Hari Raya (Pesta Raya – Malay Festival of Arts) and Deepavali (Kalaa Utsavam - Indian Festival of Arts);  and
(f) The Esplanade runs technical theatre training courses in such areas as lighting, design, etc.

16. Introduce J P Nathan, Director of Programming, from the Esplanade.  Nathan has very kindly agreed to answer any questions pertaining to the Esplanade, during the Q&A session.
17. In 2002, I was appointed the Chairman of the National Heritage Board (NHB).  Since I have always loved museums and valued history and heritage, I gladly accepted.  The portfolio of NHB includes all the State-owned museums, the National Archives, the National Monuments and the three heritage centres, namely, the Malay Heritage Centre, the Sun Yat-Sen Nanyang Memorial Hall and the Indian Heritage Centre.  NHB also founded and chairs the Museum roundtable, which consists of over 50 museums.  The National Art Gallery, Singapore (TNAGS), which will occupy the historic City Hall and Supreme Court, and which will open in 2014, is also a member of the NHB family.
18. What is my agenda as Chairman of NHB?

They are:

(a) To increase the visitorship from 0.5 million in 2002, to 1 million in 2005, to 2 million in 2008, and to 3 million in 2010;

(b) To have the biggest and best collections of the visual arts of Singapore and Southeast Asia in the world;

(c) To collect, exhibit and do research on the works of our pioneer and established artists, and, at the same time, to promote and encourage our young artists;

(d) To grow the museum-going culture;

(e) To grow cultural philanthropy;

(f) To curate and design outstanding exhibitions from our permanent collections and to exhibit them abroad;

(g) To showcase blockbuster exhibitions from foreign museums;

(h) To establish very strong ties with the museums of other ASEAN countries and to help train their staff in conservation, design, curatorship, etc;

(i) To showcase the civilisation of one ASEAN country per year.

(j) To encourage and reward good research and scholarship and grow our intellectual capital;

(k) To make history, heritage and the arts accessible to students, senior students and the people living in our heartlands;  and

(l) To practise cultural diplomacy.

19. I would like to make three additional points about the work of NHB.

First, I want to acknowledge the presence of my good friend, Dr Kenson Kwok.  He had led the NHB teams to build two of our iconic museums, the Asian Civilisations Museum and the Peranakan Museum.  Last month, the Musee du Quai Branly (MQB), in Paris, opened a beautiful exhibition from our Peranakan Museum, called Baba Bling.  MQB had enlisted Kenson’s expertise in the curation and design of the exhibition.
Second, acting as the Asian coordinator, Kenson Kwok co‑curated with a Belgian colleague, Jan Van Alphan, a beautiful exhibition at Bozar, Brussels, entitled “A Passage To Asia”, covering 2,500 years of exchange between Asia and Europe.  The exhibition includes 24 objects from the ACM collection.  An impressive book published for the exhibition, includes an essay by a curator from ACM, David Henkel.
Third, our annual Heritage Festival and community trails have evoked in Singaporeans and our new citizens, an interest in our history, heritage and cultural diversity.  We have successfully taken heritage from our museums to the people and make it meaningful to them.

20. I was the founding Executive Director of the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) from February 1997 to October 2000.  One of my initiatives, which has endured, was to create a network of Asian and European museums called ASEMUS.  One of the products of ASEMUS is on at the ACM.  It is an exhibition on Sumatra, co-curated by the ACM of Singapore, the National Museum of Indonesia and the Museum of Ethnology in Leiden, Netherlands.  This exhibition will end on the 7th of November.
Conclusion

21. Let me conclude.  During the past 20 years, Singapore’s development in culture and the arts has undergone a paradigm shift.  In this sector, we have made more progress than anyone could have imagined 20 years ago.  I never thought I would live long enough to see the establishment of a Music Conservatory at NUS or a School of the Arts (SOTA).  We are closing the gap between us and the leading cities of the world, such as New York, London, Paris, Berlin, Amsterdam, Vienna, Tokyo and others.  We can, however, offer something which no other city can.  We are Asia’s most globalised, cosmopolitan and multi‑cultural city.  This is where the great civilisations of the world meet, co-mingle, interact and produce new cultural sparks and inspirations.  Singapore is a microcosm of the 21st century.
22. Thank you.
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