About the Series

The “Another Initial Impetus” zine series explores the legacies of the seminal
Alpha Gallery and its place in a formative period of Singapore's cultural history.
Sparked by a series of programmes organised in conjunction with the 2019
exhibition Suddenly Turning Visible: Art and Architecture in Southeast Asia (1969
- 1989) at National Gallery Singapore, each zine features individuals connected
to the Alpha Gallery, as well as those who were inspired by or embody its spirit.

About Alpha Gallery

Yet another gallery: another four walls, another fifty pictures, another
initial impetus. ALPHA is all this, too. And we believe, more as well.

—Arthur Yap, Introduction to the catalogue accompanying Alpha Gallery'’s
inaugural exhibition, October 1971.

The Alpha Gallery was as an artist-run cooperative gallery established in
Singapore in 1971. It adopted a model of collective organisation where artists
could shareresources, enter and exit freely and actively contribute to burgeoning
debates surrounding artistic production in an era of new modernity and rapid
economic progress in then newly independent Malaysia and Singapore. The
pioneering architect Lim Chong Keat was a catalyst and staunch supporter
of the Alpha Gallery. Lim was inspired by the Bauhaus concept of a totality
of knowledge, where the boundaries between disciplines like art, architecture,
craft and design were fluid. Alongside becoming one of the most significant
venues in Singapore for exhibiting contemporary art from the region, Alpha
would thus also eventually become a place for the exchange of ideas between
artists, as well as writers, cultural policymakers and architects, among others.
Many members of these networks had also studied or practiced abroad,
returning home during a critical juncture in Singapore’s history when it was
considering urgent questions of postcolonial national identity. Against this
backdrop, Alpha's global outlook inspired a generation of artists and public
intellectuals who went on to shape various fields of practice in Singapore.
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In this conversation with Tamares Goh, restaurateur Violet
Oon recalls her lesser-known lives in the arena of culture,
including as one of Singapore’s first arts writers in the
dynamic cultural milieu of 1970s and 1980s.

Tamares Goh:
You're a well-known voice in Singapore's food scene. But what
is perhaps less known about you is that you started your
career as a cultural critic, an important voice in the 1970s. Your
art reviews from that time included many exhibitions at Alpha
Gallery. Some of your articles are featured in the exhibition,
Suddenly Turning Visible: Art and Architecture in Southeast Asia
(1969 - 1989) [STV]. Your many contributions were significant to
the development of the cultural scene in the 1970s and 1980s.
Can you tell us about some key moments in your career?
Violet Oon:

| think, perhaps most importantly, that everything starts with a
“once upon a time". Every story—and everything in life is a story.
That's how I've been approaching things in my life.



| started in 1971 as a journalist. When | look back, nothing
was planned. You just make sure you have lots of fun, but be
the best you could possibly be. That was a mantra from my
father. He was Lee Kuan Yew's contemporary. He comes from
a generation of people who were very dynamic, innovative,
thinking of things like freedom, independence. He brought me
up to think that you have to be the best you could possibly be.

Violet Oon in the 1970s

You just have to learn everything you can, if you're interested
in it. It wasn't about whether it was going to give you a
profession. All my working lives started off from my hobbies. |
think another good piece of advice from my father came when
| went to university in 1968 and | asked him what | should study.
He said, "It doesn't matter what you study. A lot of people study
what's going to give them the best jobs but by the time they
graduate, everybody’s there—there are 10,000 people for the
three best jobs. So, you mustn’t base it on that. You just study
what you want. You go to university to learn how to think. It
doesn't matter, so choose anything you want.” | think that was
a very good piece of advice.
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Violet Oon is a chef, restaurateur and food writer known for the restaurants
she co-owns, as well as her cookbooks and columns on Peranakan cuisine.
Oon's food career began when she penned her first food column in 1974 for New
Nation. But before her foray into food, Oon started her career as a cultural critic
in the 1970s. Her arts reviews from the time included many exhibitions at the
Alpha Gallery.

Tamares Goh is Head of Curatorial Programmes at National Gallery Singapore.
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VO:
I think it's an embodiment of my time and the place.

But, one final thing. | gave a quote once, that “there is
no future without a respect for the past.’ Chong Keat said he
had commissioned a sculpture for the roof garden of the DBS
building, which he also designed, and he doesn’t know what
happened to it. It disappeared. Then, the Conference Hall—it
had such a dynamic interior. But those beautiful mosaic walls
reflecting the patterns of Malay mengkuang mats—those walls
have been torn down and they have made it into a chichi place,
like pretty, with funny, rounded flower arrangements, which is
so—so, like, "no idea,” you know what I'm saying? Everybody's
doing it.

But what struck me is, you do not blame the building
owner. You do not blame the contractor. You do not blame the
executive in charge because they don't know anything. | blame
the architects for allowing that. If artworks have disappeared,
it was this new architect who did not respect somebody else's
art. | don't know which architect, but | said, “I'm appalled, not
at the contractor. I'm not appalled at DBS. I'm appalled at the
architect who did not fight for the work of another architect.
I'm appalled at what happened to the Conference Hall’

Unless our creative people learn to respect the work
of another creative person, nobody is going to respect you.
Maybe this is an important message to end on.
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TG:
How did you start as a journalist?

VO:
| graduated in 1971. You must remember that women like us,
we grew up during the Women's Liberation Movement. Make
love not war, burn the bra, miniskirts—we were inspired.

One of the trends was that women of my generation were
not only burning the bra; they threw away the wok, because
it was a sign of bondage for women. The reason | cook is that
| was brought up in a non-sexist way. That's why I'm one of
the few women my age who cooks professionally. At that time,
women were expected to cater for the men in their lives. |
mean, I'm a Peranakan girl, so | know what it's like—it's a very
“Jane Austen life."” You know, the father comes home, you're
there taking off his slippers, you make the kueh, then he's
sitting down, and after dinner you're playing the piano. It's
true! It happened in homes in Malacca where | grew up. In
those days, girls who were sent abroad only learned piano,
ballet, nursing, or teaching. That's why women refused to cook:
because it was bondage.

Violet Oon (centre) with her mother Nancy Oon at her birthday party on
the lawn, Malacca (1956)



Violet Oon (first from right), her father Oon Beng Soon (left), and mother
Nancy Oon (second from right) with friends at Kew Gardens, London (1962)

| came from that generation. But | became a journalist because
of space, of a place and time. | didn't want to work in Jurong. It

was a new place, like the boondocks in the middle of nowhere.

It was new industrial. | didn't want to work in the Shenton Way
area because it was so “secretary-ish.’ So, | stayed at home
and did nothing. My father asked me finally, “Isn’t it about time
you found a job?"” [Laughs] He said, “Uncle [Khoo] Teng Soon
is editor at The Straits Times, why don't you ask him?”

I never thought I could write. In those days, we were not
brought up to think that we were creative. So, | never thought |
could write that way. We were brought up to believe that we're
interpretive. We could only interpret other people’s music, other
people’s plays—all other people’s things. That was really how
we were brought up.

| was in England from 1961 to 1963. | was in school there.

| studied singing because | had a voice from young. My mother
marched down to the Royal Academy of Music—we stayed on
Wimpole Street. She went to the doorman, and said, “l want my
daughter to learn the piano. Can you find a student who can
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My father told me, “You can stay here, and we will support you.
But just remember, you'll never have a country. Or, you can
come home!” So, | said, “I'm going home.”

He explained to me what that choice meant—not that you
were going to have a great career; that's not the point. The
point is: what does staying in Britain actually mean? In those
days before internationalism, which happened only recently, he
saw that so many of his friends who went to make their homes
in England didn't belong; and you cannot go home. They didn't
belong either way. So, | said, “Okay, I'm coming home.’

Maybe part of it for people like me, who feel so much
for a country and a culture, is that we've been somewhere
else. We've been somewhere else long enough that you miss
it. | mean, | remember that | said, “I miss the food." | could
practically smell the wanton mee, and | missed that whole life
in Singapore. When | came home and | tasted the food, it was
like a reunion with a lover. It was, like, wow! You're so aware.

| got aware of being “national” because, when | was in
England, we were still at the end of colonial times. | would
know the maypole dance and Wordsworth, and would know
how to sing Londonderry Air. Then they asked me, “What about
your songs?” And | look at them, blank. That's when a sense
of identity comes in. Because nobody is going to respect you
for knowing them but not yourself. “What about your songs?”
and | said, “Huh?” So that maybe fostered in us, in those days
before internationalism, a sense of identity, of self, of wanting
to be where you're from.

TG:
You also said that Lim Chong Keat is a Renaissance man, a
polymath. | think being a polymath and going from one career
to another was almost quite natural during that period of time.
You've encompassed that too, and captured that moment as
well—how you set your own horizons. | think that really is an
embodiment of what you are too.



June 11, 1986

Miss Violet Oon
19 Berrima Road,
Singapore 1129

Dear Violet,

On behalf of Goldman Sachs & Co., I am writing to thank you
for the splendid job you did for our Reception in the National Museum
last month.

Your professional attitude and unstinting enthusiasm certainly
yielded excellent results, and we left the competition standing!

Yours sincerely,

A

David Watkins

Letter from Goldman Sachs to Violet Oon (1986)

TG:
No one was there then to set the example because a lot of
things were unprecedented during that time. So, it was really
for you to set abenchmark, and influence how a certain lifestyle
could take root.

VO:
| think you have to be a bit outrageous, you know? And have
fun—that’s part of it. The artists then had fun creating—I don't
know who bought their works.

TG:
You said that you were given a choice by your father to stay in
Britain or to come home.

VO:
It was 1963 and | was studying music. My music teacher said to
my parents, “Can she stay here? Because she's got potential.’
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teach her? | want her to learn singing; can you find a student?
She's also been learning theory!” | finally learnt theory from the
Professor of Theory in the fifth-floor attic. My singing teacher
became a professional singer, and my piano teacher became
the top examiner, who came to examine music students in
Singapore. My mother had that daring—which | think | learnt
from her—that you just go and ask. The most is people say no,
right? [Laughs]

The most important thing | always felt as a journalist
then—no social media, no Internet—was that you are the
window to the world for your reader. To me, that was my most
important task. You couldn’t deviate from that. What window
are you providing to the world for your reader? To be a good
journalist, you actually don't put yourself in front. You have
to take the background. It was, to me, so important that you
captured the other person—what the other person was trying
to say and do and what was happening.

Today, | went to look up something—Google is amazing—
the title of one of Agatha Christie’s books. | love Agatha Christie.
| love murder mysteries. My taste in books is very shallow.
| don't like anything deep. [Laughs] But anyway, | found the
title, and it was lovely. She was married to an archaeologist
and I'm sure that coloured the way she wrote. The title of the
book is Come, Tell Me How You Live. | thought that was a most
amazing title: Come, Tell Me How You Live.

TG:
You mentioned once that journalism is a noble profession
because you provide a window to many issues for your readers.
Being frank is thus very important. You have to be quite
courageous as well, to charge forth. You were campaigning at
the time for many issues too, such as women'’s issues. Can you
tell us more about this?

VO:
Actually, | wasn't even going in with noble intent. It was nothing



about being frank; it was nothing about being noble. | was just
intending to “come, tell me how you live! Come and show me
what you are.

I've always been brought up to fight for what you believe
in. My father said, “Even if you don't agree with your mother,
but you believe in it, it's okay." So, it was never a noble thing.
It was never anything like that. It was just natural that you be
frank; you tell it as it is.

When | wrote about social issues as a working mother—
even till now, if I'm going to advocate for something, | actually
believe in it myself. For example, | interviewed Professor
Wong Hock Boon when | was breastfeeding. | really believed
he was correct [in his views on breastfeeding]. In those days,
every woman bottle fed. | was writing about breastfeeding
so | breastfed both my son and daughter. | brought my son
at five months old, in a Moses basket, to Alexandra Hospital
to demonstrate breastfeeding to women; to show how easy it
was. It was Professor Wong's mission that | believed in and |
thought | should support his mission.

Even today, | always say, “Let me find out.” | want to know;
let me go and find out. You know, | will tell people who are
cooking - | say, “Don't tell me there's no taugeh, unless you've
been to 400 supermarkets. Don't tell me there isn't anything.’
If man can put somebody on the moon in 1960-something,
anything is possible.

TG:
Let's go back to music. You have classically trained ears—what
were your thoughts on the Singapore Conference Hall as a
music venue at the time?

VO:
The Conference Hall was the most amazing. | was a critic.
| went to the New York Philharmonic in the National Stadium.
Zubin Mehta—we had people like that. The Conference Hall
was the first building that was really “acoustic-ed” properly
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select their works. | think that was very high price for them
then: $50,000 among 3 artists.

It was the best party ever. $100,000 in 1986 is like maybe
$10,000,000 now, right? We had a ball. We had sushi, 10,000
orchids—just be very big. But all that wasn't worth it if there
was no art.
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VO:

Okay, the otherthingis, whenyou're brought upin my generation,
you're just very daring. | was approached by my friends in a
PR company in Hong Kong who wanted to do a bond dealers
conference here in 1986—before the market crashed. Goldman
Sachs wanted to have the best party of this conference. You
know, banks are competitive, right? They wanted the Sultan of
Johor's palace.

| said, “Why don't you come to the National Museum?”
At that time, | was very in touch with City Hall, where | would
interview ministers. | went to the Director for Culture, Mr Lee
Wai Kok. | had such an admiration of art and people who
are creative that, to me, the best party in the world is in the
museum. Look at the Met Gala today. They'd never had a party
at the National Museum before. So, | said, “Mr Lee, can we
have the museum?”

Mr Lee was a very “People's Association type,’ if you
know what | mean. [Laughs] So first of all, | said, “Mr Lee, do
you want $50,000?" The whole museum acquisition budget
for Singapore was $30,000 for the year 1985. So, the most
important: “Mr Lee, do you want $50,000 for the Museum? But
you'll have to give me the National Museum for two days and |
can get you the donation.’

| went back to Goldman Sachs and they said, “Can it be
$25,000?" | said, “Cannot, cannot, cannot! Because | can see
$50,000 in headlines on the front page. | cannot see $25,000."
Also, for $50,000 you can get a minister, $25,000 cannot — very,
very “cannot.” [Laughs]

| said, “We're not going to give a cheque. We're going
to buy the art” The Ministry of Culture said, “We don't have
enough Singapore Masters. Let's have Liu Kang, Cheong Soo
Pieng, Chen Wen Hsi." It was great fun for me to follow the
curators—I think Connie [Sheares]—to visit the artists and to
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Review of a performance by the New York Philharmonic at the National
Stadium by Violet Oon in The Sunday Monitor (1984)



and done by Lim Chong Keat. | came to this talk at the Gallery
before the opening of STV because Lim Chong Keat was going
to be talking. | came and | said, “Chong Keat is a Renaissance
man.” Until now, he's an amazing fine figure of a man. Just to
tell you: all the women of my generation were lusting after him.
[Laughs] And he still looks “lust-able,’ even in his nineties!

He's got such energy and dynamism, but he admired
other people. He created Alpha Gallery [Editor’s note: Lim was
a catalyst and staunch supporter of the Alpha Gallery]. | got to
know him because he found out | sang, so he just hijacked me.
He had a clavichord and harpsichord in his house in Starpoint in
Pasir Panjang, which was a Mecca—artistic people went there.
| think he got obsessed with acoustics. He did the Conference
Hall with the best acoustics. | heard Victoria de los Angeles
singing there. We had the top musicians and the top artistes
coming to town. | heard Ravi Shankar.

Another“concerthall” was the Shangri-La Ballroom. There
was no Esplanade, but it was such a dynamic period. | started
writing in 1971. | think | stopped writing full-time, maybe in
mid-1980s. It was such a period of dynamism, excitement, when
you were in music and the arts. We had amazing impresarios—
the word is hardly used now. | think a lot of us remember
Donald Moore. He was one of the British who came. He had
a gallery; he brought The Royal Ballet. | saw Margot Fonteyn.

To me, | was so fortunate to be able to meet these people
and to go, “Wow." There's nothing more exciting than to be
in the presence of a great talent, to, sort of, admire. | think
admiration is so important.

Would you like to show my Arthur Yap painting? [TG
shows photograph on screen] | met Singapore artists. There
was Thomas Yeo, Anthony Poon. | was so excited because these
were people who actually created stuff. Now, this painting was
a wedding gift | requested from my friends. | was so stupid. |
never collected anybody’s art. | could be standing on a fortune
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now, but | was just admiring. It didn't occur to me that | could
buy it, you know?

| admired Arthur because he was a schoolteacher who
wrote poems and created art. This painting disappeared for
about 15 years—I'm not joking. | couldn't find it in my flat. Then
| moved at the end of last year. It suddenly turned visible; it
was hidden somewhere. [Laughs] That's why the colours are
so intact—because it never saw sunlight. It's so powerful, but
he was this gentle, gentle person whom | interviewed. | loved
it that he wrote poetry.

Painting by Arthur Yap belonging to Violet Oon

At the time | wrote about art, it was so exciting. The artists
were not painting to be collected. They were not painting to be
hopefully doing well at auctions. They were painting to express
themselves and painting where it was new horizons and new
beginnings; belonging as a nation, as a people, because most
people were from immigrant stock.
TG:

Could you tell us about some of the major events you put
together at the time? How did they influence the perception
of art?



