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Thank you for inviting me, and thank you for this opportunity to talk about the Asian Civilisations Museum and my experiences in Sydney.

For those of you who are not familiar with the Asian Civilisations Museum, we are one of the three national museums in Singapore. We are located by the Singapore River in the Empress Place Bldg. Our mission as a museum is to promote greater awareness of the cultural roots of Singaporeans, be they Chinese, South Asian, Islamic or Southeast Asian in origin. 
However the Museum is not only about Singaporeans’ cultural identity. At the wider level, it seeks to promote greater understanding of the cultures of others. This is something we have believed in from the foundation of the museum in the early 1990s. It’s not a coincidence that our Vision includes the line “Inspiring the Discovery of Selves and Others”. Events on the global stage in the last few years – and even in the last few weeks - have highlighted just how little cultural understanding there may be, and underlined how necessary greater tolerance is. 

Those of you who read the London Financial Times weekend paper may have noticed that the Asian Civilisations Museum has been mentioned twice in this paper recently.

In fact, we have been getting good international press ever since we opened at Empress Place in 2003. 
While the ACM has the makings of an international brand, in contrast, awareness of the ACM amongst the population at large in Singapore, is I would say, rather low. There are many reasons for this, both practical and perceptual, but one reason would certainly be that the cultures that one feels familiar with, are less interesting than those which are relatively unknown.

Various public feedback sessions that I have moderated, have confirmed this. Singaporeans visit museums when they travel, but seldom find the time to do so when they are home. Our challenge then is to persuade the public that there are many things in our ethnic and cultural histories that we may not know, and that these have some bearing on the conduct of our everyday lives in a multi-cultural society. 
I am encouraged by the positive response of many Singaporeans who visited us incidentally - or even accidentally.  And I know that in ten years time, our investment in getting school children to come to the museum will start to pay off.
How does Sydney fit into all this? Here’s where I need to weave in some personal history. My father was a banker, my mother a home maker – neither was at all interested in the arts. My father’s expatriate lifestyle during the 1940s and 50s – he was sent to a new posting every few years - did not encourage the accumulation of possessions, and whatever possessions they had were mostly lost during the war.

Despite this somewhat unpromising environment, I showed an early interest in art, as well as collecting. My first purchases of antiques were made when I was about 9 years old during holiday visits to Hong Kong and Thailand. However, I never got good grades for art at school. It was only after I was sent to boarding school in Sydney at the age of 13 did I know the reason why.

In Singapore our art teacher usually taught English, or was it Maths? In any case art was clearly not his calling in life. We cleared the classroom, he put a chair in the middle of the room, and we had to sit around and draw it. Or he would set us a subject – Going to Market, was one of them – and we had to illustrate that. Hardly very inspiring stuff.

At my school in Sydney on the other hand, there was a beautifully equipped art room, and we were free to go where our imaginations took us. There was a full time art teacher, the well-known artist Justin O’Brien – incidentally, a retrospective exhibition of his work is opening in Brisbane in October. We were encouraged to visit museums and commercial galleries, and I bought my first works by Australian artists then, on savings from an allowance of $10 a week.

The same pattern continued when I went to Sydney U to do architecture. Our art classes there were presided over by Lloyd Rees, the famous Australian landscape painter. 
Sydney gave me exposure to real-life artists, proper museums and galleries (in those days, the one museum in Singapore was a pretty dusty place), and also my first taste of opera. 

As students, we lived on tight budgets. This meant that we very rarely ate out, and did a lot of walking. In winter, we scrounged around the timber yards of Glebe for off-cuts to feed the fireplace in our rented cottage. But we could still afford to buy cut-price tickets for the Australian Opera, even if it meant having to queue on the pavement all night to get them. Going to school and university in Sydney opened up a whole new world of possibilities, and set me off on the track that would eventually lead to my working in a museum. 

Equally important, in being sent to Australia at a relatively young age, was the insight this gave me into people different from myself.
Sydney in the 1960s and 70s was an ethnically diverse place, particularly in terms of the European countries. Apart from Australians of British and Irish descent, there were 
Greeks, Italians, Hungarians, Maltese etc – some first generation, with still-fresh memories of the old country, and others second generation Australians. Unlike today, there were few Asians. At school apart from myself, there were one or two boys from HK, and a group of Colombo Plan scholars from Laos. At University, a couple of fellows from Malaysia, and a Philippino. There were so few of us, and we ourselves were so different anyway, that we did not stick together. Rather, we gravitated towards those Australians we got on with, regardless of background or ethnicity. 
Australia is a different place now, with new waves of immigrants from Asia, and the cultural tensions and dislocation that that may bring, but hopefully it is still not too different. 
In my day, I encountered plenty of curiosity – for some families I was the first Asian to visit their homes – but never racism (apart from a few old tramps who shouted at me in Taylor Square – but that was probably my fault, for being at Taylor Square late at night!).
It is the openness to “others” that most Australians exhibit, that has been the country’s strength, and the richness of their culture today – that includes not only immigrant artists (previously they were from Europe, now some are from China), but also food culture – that is, the wine industry, and Australian produce and cuisine. A few years ago, I was struck by the fact that on a plane from Australia, more Australian passengers opted for the Asian menu than Singaporean passengers who opted for the western menu. In Singapore I would say we are pretty open in certain respects, and yet at the same time, also occasionally suspicious and distrustful. In a way, I am grateful for this, as it is a compelling reason why we need an Asian Civilisations Museum! 
Australian museums have wised up to Asia in a big way. The National Gallery of Australia in Canberra has the best collection of Southeast Asian textiles in the world, the Art Gallery of South Australia has a very fine collection of Southeast Asian ceramics, and the Art Gallery of NSW has a new Asian wing. Their collections are so good, we have brought some of them over for exhibition at my museum. On our side, we will be sending five objects over to a big Indian show at the Art Gallery of NSW in October – one of the places I used to haunt as a culture-hungry teenager. 
Asia in Australia, Australia in Asia – whether on a personal or institutional level, the result of exposure and exchange is always a civilising influence. But museums and universities on their own cannot achieve everything. It is we, as individuals who have had the privilege of passing through the portals of museums and universities, who must carry the torch.
(end)
