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She uses art to transform the lives of convicts — An exclusive interview
with Mrs Tharman

To many arts practitioners and community volunteers, Ms Jane Yumiko Ittogi,
the wife of Senior Minister and Coordinating Minister for Social Policies, Mr
Tharman Shanmugaratnam, is someone who exudes compassion and
wisdom.

Ms Ittogi has always kept a low profile. She is a practising lawyer and was
also the Chair of the Board of Directors at the Singapore Art Museum.

People familiar with Ms Ittogi will know that she has long been a keen
advocate for organising professional art courses in the prisons, and is also
tireless in her efforts to help residents in the community who are in distress.

Speaking candidly in this exclusive interview, Ms Ittogi shared more about her
passions. Reluctant to be the only person in the spotlight, she was quick to
point out other key figures within the arts community, relentlessly praising
them, and shifting the focus onto the art itself within the community. She
hopes the medium can be an inspiration for others to accept differences,
listen with humility, acquire valuable skills and rediscover their self-worth.

Talent-spotted by chance, gang headman becomes a pottery artist

On 1 September 2019, more than 200 individuals from different ethnicities
and walks of life congregated at a black-and-white bungalow along
Temenggong Road, which is halfway up Mount Faber. They sat around rows
of long tables in an open-air courtyard that was bordering a tropical forest,
looking forward to a tea-drinking session.

Placed upon white tablecloths were tea sets, orchids and kettles that held a
special brew made from three types of leaves from the Singapore Nanyang
variety. It contained a unique blend of old and new Oolong, infused with the
fragrance of southern Fujian leaves, and the sweet aftertaste of northern
Fujian leaves.

With the help of 75 volunteers, the group learnt the proper techniques of tea-
brewing. The fragrance of tea wafted through the air, and many broke the ice
with strangers by raising their teacups and toasting one another with heart-
warming smiles.

This unusual tea-appreciation gathering was organised to commemorate not
only the Singapore Bicentennial, but also the 10th anniversary Temenggong
Artists-In-Residence — a charity that aims to inculcate art appreciation, art
education and art collection in Singapore.
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With Mr Tharman as guest-of-honour and witness, Temenggong Artists-In-
Residence was conferred an award by the Singapore Book of Records for
holding the largest tea-brewing ceremony to date. There were about 200 tea
enthusiasts in attendance, aged between nine to 35, and included a mix of
locals and envoys from several countries. The atmosphere felt both homely
and cosmopolitan as the guests mingled easily with one another.

Launched on that very same evening was an exhibition that showcased 200
tea sets that were made by pottery artist, Kim Whye Kee. The 39-year-old
was a former gang headman who had been sent to jail thrice over ten years.
Having benefitted from Temenggong Artists-In-Residence's programme, he
wanted to pay the kindness forward and half of the proceeds from the sale of
displayed tea sets will be donated.

In keeping with the Nanyang theme, Mr Tharman turned up in a short-sleeved
batik shirt. In his speech, he gave several examples of individuals who had
developed interests and talents after seizing opportunities that came their
way.

In his opening address, he mentioned: “If not for the art programme in the
prisons, Whye Kee would not have imagined himself a pottery artist. Even
when he was doing time, it was evident that he possessed artistic talent. His
story tells us that we should not judge a person based on their background.

“We ought to give others a chance to develop talents which they may not
know exist and are waiting to be discovered. This way, we will keep surprising
ourselves and enabling others to succeed.”

Mrs Tharman moved to tears by candour of convicts

Ms Ittogi, who accompanied Mr Tharman to the event, dressed in a purple
nonya kebaya. She chatted warmly with the artists and members of the public.

According to public sources, Ms Ittogi seldom talks about herself or her family,
though research revealed that the 65-year-old was born in Japan and came to
Singapore at the age of six with her Japanese father and Chinese mother.
She met Mr Tharman in a Malay language class when she was studying in the
United Kingdom. They have three sons and a daughter, aged 23 to 28, with
the daughter being the youngest.

Ms Ittogi chaired the board of the Singapore Art Museum for ten years before
stepping down last year. It took a good amount of persuasion before she
agreed to give an interview, and wanted the spotlight to be on community art
and the people behind them. She even invited three key figures from the
evening’s event to join her in the interview, describing them as her pillars of
support.
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As early as 2006, Ms Ittogi was already championing for arts education to be
introduced in the prisons. She recalled one particular event, when she served
as a judge for their poem-writing contest: “Back then, | requested for the
poems to be translated so that all present could understand the words. As the
first convict recited the English translation of his Tamil poem, he described the
deep-seated guilt he felt towards his family.

“I was incredibly touched and could not help shedding tears. My makeup was
ruined and | had to ask the prison warden for some tissue. It was so
embarrassing but to my surprise, everyone else was crying too. It was then |
thought there was plenty of hope to be found in the prisons.”

Working with artists to establish professional art courses in the prisons

In 2005, Ms Ittogi got to know abstract ink painter, Henri Chen Kezhan, when
she sat on the National Arts Council’s Venice Biennale selection committee.
Henri had been interested in the welfare of convicts for many years, and
shared her belief that the art therapy programme at the prisons could be
improved so that convicts could acquire an additional life skill.

“I believe that through art, convicts can learn not only to pass their time
meaningfully, but to also face themselves in a sincere manner. Art is a
window to a beautiful new world, wherein those deemed as failures can
rebuild themselves and find self-worth according to their own measure of
beauty,” Ms Ittogi explained.

“l once asked a habitual offender what his art practice meant to him. He said it
was the first time in his life that he saw something to completion. Art allowed
him to call the shots by controlling the process of creation, determining the
moment when a work was complete, and the message it conveyed,” she
continued.

After his meeting with Ms Ittogi, Henri worked to persuade LASALLE College
of the Arts to conduct professional art courses in the prisons for convicts.
Recounting, he said: “Teaching in the prisons is very cumbersome. To access
the classrooms alone, one has to exchange his/her identity document and go
through seven doors. It is a process that takes up to two hours.

“l was therefore thrilled when LASALLE was willing to partner with us. On my
part, | sourced for funding and books to set up an arts library within the
prisons. With the support of Ms Ittogi and Mr Tharman, who was then-
Minister for Education, accredited art diploma courses were finally introduced
in the prisons.”

The Singapore Prison Service established the Visual Arts Hub in 2007.

Convicts who have completed basic art training and are about to finish serving
their sentence can apply to attend a three-month course specialising in

Page 4 of 7



Lianhe Wanbao, Pg 7, 9 September 2019
Source: Lianhe Wanbao © Singapore Press Holdings Limited. Permission required for
reproduction

pottery and drawing. Since its inception, the basic art course has trained
about 800 convicts.

Helping ex-convicts reintegrate into society through art

In 2008, Ms Ittogi was introduced to Kim Whye Kee when she attended an art
exhibition organised by the Yellow Ribbon Project. The former gang headman
had just finished serving his sentence and was demonstrating the art of
pottery. After learning that Whye Kee lived in Taman Jurong, Ms Ittogi invited
him to meet Mr Tharman to discuss becoming a volunteer in the
constituency’s Meet-the-People sessions, where he can assist in cases
involving individuals from troubled backgrounds.

During that period, Ms Ittogi communicated with Whye Kee almost every day,
and was deeply impressed by his constant effort to keep in touch and help at-
risk youths.

Mr Tharman was equally moved, and asked community leader and woodwork
factory-owner, Patrick Chan, to mentor Whye Kee. Patrick went one step
further and subsequently employed Whye Kee, even going so far as to entrust
Whye Kee with his house keys so that the latter could let himself in and look
after Patrick’s dog.

“At that time, Whye Kee needed funds to pay for his living expenses and his
education at LASALLE. It wasn’'t much but I'd regularly invite him to my home
for a meal. He was more like a guardian to us, and we are like family,” Patrick
said. He believes that since ex-convicts have already served their sentence in
prison, society should avoid putting new shackles on them.

“We have to help them break the vicious circle, and one way to do this is to
give them opportunities to upgrade themselves through education, so that
they can then earn a stable income,” he explained. For the past ten years,
Patrick has employed many ex-convicts in his factories and businesses.

Henri is also a friend to Whye Kee, giving the latter free lessons in sketching
and other foundational art skills. He also sponsored a semester of Whye
Kee’s education at LASALLE in 2009.

"Henri once told me that when he was a secondary school student in 1976, he
counselled at-risk youths by engaging them through sports. This inspired my
graduation thesis, in which | delved into how comradery can help troubled
individuals to heal,” Whye Kee shared.

In 2010, inspired by his many supporters and with the help of Mr Tharman,
Whye Kee partnered fellow ex-convict Darren Tan, who is now a practising
lawyer, to set up Beacon of Life — a support group for persons with similar

pasts. Two years later, they founded the Beacon of Life Academy and
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became mentors to at-risk youths. Soccer features as a main programme of
the Academy, and Whye Kee have on many occasions rented out soccer
fields and hired coaches to train the youths.

Tea-drinking helps one remember the present

Whye Kee established himself as a full-time pottery artist three years ago.
Having received help from others, he now aspires to follow in their footsteps
and assist others through art. “Whenever at-risk youths are unable to
participate in school trips due to a lack of funds, | would invite them to my
studio to do work on a clay object for $8 an hour. | would then put up their
creations for sale and pass the entire proceeds to them,” he explained.

“Henri was the one that introduced me to tea-drinking, and it took me a while
to understand the philosophy behind tea. In essence, tea-drinking actually
helps one to remember to be in the present because it has a calming effect.
Drugs, on the other hand, makes one forget the present as it is a form of
escapism. | wanted to share what I've learnt, so | visited the prisons and took
convicts through a tea-brewing course.”

Whye Kee further divulged his spirit to share was inspired by Ms Ittogi, Mr
Tharman, Patrick and Henri. "When | lacked the funds to pay for my tertiary
education, they helped with my living expenses in whatever way they could,
and | told them I would repay them when | had the means.

“However, all of them replied that | should pay it forward instead. Therefore
now, whenever my finances permit, | will do my best to help and teach others.
I have come to realise that my experiences are not mine alone, and are meant
to be shared.”

Art is about accepting differences, and listening without judgement

After many years of promoting the arts, Ms Ittogi has formed a unique view
about its value. Since working with Henri and LASALLE ten years ago to
establish professional art courses in prisons, she realised that the number of
wardens sitting in on classes have grown.

“The wardens were impressed by what they’'d observed. They could feel and
notice the transformation happening with the convicts — how individuals who
had no idea how to coexist could slowly express love and get in touch with
their inner selves. This is how art can help us.”

On the various initiatives by Temenggong Artists-In-Residence, Ms Ittogi
further added: "Convicts need art, prison wardens need art, all of us need art.
The reason is that art helps us to accept differences, and understand things
we fear and dislike.
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“| feel that to genuinely help someone who has lost their way, we have to be
willing to listen without judgement, and be prepared to accompany them
through their lows. It is only through our company that people who have
strayed the furthest can find themselves back again. Moreover, it allows us to
see others in a new light.”

Overcome with emotion, after recalling the many stories of people she had
met, Ms Ittogi ended by saying: “When you help someone who is
disadvantaged, labelled as a failure or is despondent at their situation, you are
actually enabling them to become somebody who can help others. In helping
them see that they can impact the lives of others positively, they will then be
able to find themselves.”
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