
4 PAX TO EMPTINESS
By Stella Kon
Fiction/Penguin Random House
SEA/Paperback/172 pages/
$24.73/Amazon SG
(amzn.to/47xTcjs)

This is a strange and yet oddly
affecting story by playwright Stella
Kon that seems to defy easy classi-
fication.
Four Singaporeans from a
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meditation club, stricken by in-
creasingly debilitating daydreams,
are beseeched by a goddess to trav-
el to China, where they attempt to
perform an act of remembrance
that will mend a rift in the world.
Marketed as urban fantasy by

publisher Penguin Random House
SEA, half of it in fact takes place in
rural China – a village called Nan-
chiao, where the four are stuck
after the road is blocked by a land-
slide.
The “fantasy” half of the equa-

tion also does not sit quite right.
For one thing, the novel is a mere
172 pages and there are no warring
kingdoms or obscure magic.
The only fantastical element is

benign goddess Bezalia, described
as a “divine hitchhiker on their
souls”. Once their meditation
teacher, she speaks to them in their
minds and is able to beam images
of their schedules into their brains
or surround them with love.
She does, at several points, ride

on a dragon and scatter lightning
onmourning crowds. But it is clear
this happens only in the conscious-
ness of the four members, with so
little material consequence to
those around them that even an of-
ficer from the Singapore special
branch, who is called in to investi-
gate – a very minor sub-plot – de-
termines that there is no evidence
of religious activity.

The enigmatically titled 4 Pax To
Emptiness is Kon’s first novel, after
a lifetime of writing plays, includ-
ing the classic Emily Of Emerald
Hill (1982).
She has as one of her main char-

acters a wheelchair-using Singa-
pore Indian named Peter – “the
cripple” and unofficial head of the
group. The other three are Singa-
pore Chinese, variously “the exec-
utive” Katrina, “the tai-tai” Lumy
and “the businessmen” Alex.
It is the year 1997, and they are

“drawnby a common goal to an un-
likely destination, on a mission to
save the world”, which begins with
an elaborate choreography of
hustling for seats at the busy
Chinese airport.
From this cartoonish start, they

settle down to conduct one of their
“listening sessions”, a semi-religious
meditation routine that helps them
tame their respective tempers and
insecurities – a practice theywill re-
peat as they deal with the eccentri-
cities of China.
Kon soon reveals that they are

there in relation to the amnesia
surrounding the Great Chinese
Famine from 1951 to 1961 caused by
the Great Leap Forward policies of
Mao Zedong.
Details of the scale of the catas-

trophe that killed 30 million peo-
ple emerged only gradually from
the 1980s.

In 1998, former bureau chief for
the South China Morning Post Jas-
per Becker published Hungry
Ghosts: Mao’s Secret Famine,
which brought the famine into the
consciousness of the English-
speaking world.
This book’s fictional premise is

that the four Singaporeans are in-
tegral in bringing the scale of the
disaster to light. Kon writes the

Singaporeans’ encounter with the
Chinese with a shade of the old
tropes of white colonisers meeting
indigenous savages, though, thank-
fully, no evangelism is involved.
In the village, the four are forced

to hold a press conference to ex-
plain their presence and what a
wheelchair is. Their default atti-
tudes are disdain and indifference.
In moments of transcendence,

the four see “heaven shining out
from the dirty street and shabby
houses” and “each stolid peasant
face (as) the face of a sleeping an-
gel, unaware of his inner divinity”.
The echoes of white saviour

complex would feel problematic
except Singapore never colonised
China and is the much smaller
power on theworld stage. And yet,
the English education of the char-

acters and their much wealthier
background make the power
dynamic feel honest.
The novel is thus the disorient-

ing product of a clearly unusual –
and original – mind: One that
abides by no easy markers of the
religious and the secular, and one
very willing to decentre Singapo-
rean stories from the countrywhile
still placing them at the centre of
global developments.
It is a humanistic view that calls

for an expansion of compassion
beyond national boundaries. More
impactfully, this narrative’s focus
on meditation and psychic healing
is a drastic reorientation of values
from the blood, gore, wealth and
power of traditional fantasy, also
reflected in Kon’s sparse, lulling
prose and almost leisurely plotting.
At a time when everyone else is

clamouring for intensity and
speed, Kon goes slow, and bids
readers relinquish control and sur-
render to her mysterious rhythms.
If you like this, read: The Dogs by
O Thiam Chin (Penguin Random
House South-east Asia, 2020,
$28.97, Amazon, go to amzn.to/
3K1N3CD). Tian moves into an old
flat that belonged to his late father
and reminisces about a mysterious
tragedy that involves a stray dog.

A psychic tale
of Singaporeans
playing saviour

4 Pax To
Emptiness is the
first novel of
playwright Stella
Kon, who is
behind classic
plays such as
Emily Of Emerald
Hill (1982).
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Robert Yeo takes pride in being
both a civil servant and a political
writer, and sees no contradiction
between his two roles. The 83-
year-old pioneer writer has pub-
lished a new memoir Routes 2.
The candid book, which spans

1976 to 2000, is awindow into a pe-
riod of Yeo’s life when he wrote
some of his most political works.
These include the poetry collec-

tion And Napalm Does Not Help
(1977), which tackled the Vietnam
War, and the controversial political
dramaOneYearBackHome (1980),
which took 18 months to receive a
licence to perform.
At the same time, Yeo chaired the

Drama Advisory Committee in the
then Ministry of Culture and Min-
istry of Community Development,
and lectured at the National Insti-
tute of Education (NIE), advocat-
ing a national literary and theatri-
cal culture in Singapore’s early
decades of independence.
“As a civil servant, I wouldn’t

criticise the Government, whose
policies I generally supported. But
as awriter, if I felt therewere things
they did that I did not agree with
and were harsh, then I would put
them in my writing,” says Yeo in an
interview with The Sunday Times.
If the earlier Routes (Ethos

Books, 2011) is a memoir of roots-
seeking, detailing the first 35 years
of his life growing up in a Perana-
kan family and locating his ances-
try in Sarawak, Routes 2 findsYeo a
matureman– forging his route as a
writer.

He strongly believed there was
then a dearth of critical Singapore
plays and wrote One Year Back
Home – the second play in what
would become The Singapore
Trilogy, and the first overtly politi-
cal Singapore play. “I think that is
the role of the writer: To be able to
express an alternative point of
view through his creative
writings.”
“When I first broached the idea

of staging One Year Back Home,
people said, ‘Your career will
suffer’,” says Yeo, whose script re-
ferred to contemporary politics by
staging a tense friendship between
Chye, from the People’s Action
Party, and Workers’ Party member
Fernandez, who was detained for
his political activities.
In extensively excerpted letters

included in the book, Yeo recalls
the ministry had requested for his
script to show “a more balanced
point of view”. Yeo acquiesced and
made revisions to the script,
including reframing Fernandez’s
arrest as part of his “pro-commu-
nist” outlook rather than his status
as an opposition party member.
The play was eventually granted

a licence in 1980 by then acting
minister for culture Ong Teng
Cheong, writes Yeo.
Yeo has no regrets making these

compromises, adding: “If I remain
uncompromising, the plays will
never get done. So, I was flexible
about making adjustments to
accommodate the point of view of
the civil servants who saw things
rather differently.”
In 1987, when Yeo picked up a

copy of ST and learnt that many of
his friends – including the

playwright Wong Souk Yee – were
arrestedwithout trial for an alleged
Marxist conspiracy, he felt the
need to speak out.
But he feared for his family’s

safety and kept silent before
realising the contradiction indoing
so. “In my capacity as chair of the
Drama Advisory Committee, I had
told playwrights I met that they
should be free towrite on any topic
they like, that they should not be
afraid to take on dissenting
themes, that they should not let
the Government set the agenda for
them when writing.”
In a handwritten letter meant for

the Internal Security Department,
Yeo spoke of Wong’s ability to
“make a further contribution to the
working of a SingaporeanTheatre”.
When asked if the episode made

himworry aboutwriting politics so
openly, Yeo is resolute. “No, it did
not make me question whether I
should be writing about politics. I
stand by what I say about politics
expressed in The Singapore
Trilogy.”
Routes 2, which took close to a

decade to compile, is dense with
quotations and excerpts. Yeo does
not have a habit of keeping a diary,
so he draws from the photographs,
correspondences and ephemera he

meticulously organises at his
home.
Routes 2 is the first of Yeo’s books

to be self-published as the author
says he could not find a publisher
or funding for his project.
Regardless, Yeo says therewill be

no Routes 3. “I’m not intending to
go beyond the year 2000 because I
think after I retired in 2002 from
NIE, things became less interes-
ting. Life, after a time, becomes
less interesting.”
Instead, he takes out clippings of

his neatly filed essays on Singapore
theatre, literature and education,
and mentions two more projects –
an anthology of Singaporean poets
born after 1965 and his sixth book
of poems.
“I would like to see them

published, but I cannot find a
publisher at themoment,” Yeo says
candidly, adding: “Maybe because
I’m seen by some people as a figure
of the past.”
Even though it might be looked

upon as a vanity project, he says:
“Maybe I will do that – take the
self-publishing route.”

Robert Yeo's
Routes 2, which
spans 1976 to
2000, is a
window into a
period of his life
when he wrote
some of his most
political works.
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Pioneer writer Robert Yeo’s
Routes 2 memoir
sequel recalls a political
writer’s struggles
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FICTION

1. (1) Welcome To The Hyunam-dong Bookshop
by Hwang Bo-reum
2. (2) Days At The Morisaki Bookshop by Satoshi
Yagisawa
3. (3) The Goodbye Cat by Hiro Arikawa
4. (7) Before Your Memory Fades by Toshikazu
Kawaguchi
5. (4) The Travelling Cat Chronicles by Hiro
Arikawa
6. (-) It Ends With Us by Colleen Hoover
7. (6) What You Are Looking For Is In The Library
by Michiko Aoyama
8. (-) The Love Hypothesis by Ali Hazelwood
9. (10) The Art Of Charlie Chan Hock Chye
by Sonny Liew
10. (8) The Boy And The Dog by Seishu Hase

NON-FICTION

1. (-) Strictly Business: The Kwek Leng Beng Story
by Peh Shing Huei
2. (1) Atomic Habits by James Clear
3. (2) The Art Of Thinking Clearly by Rolf Dobelli
4. (6) Rich Dad Poor Dad by Robert Kiyosaki
5. (3) I Want To Die But I Want To Eat Tteokbokki
by Baek Se-hee
6. (4) Surrounded By Vampires by Thomas Erikson
7. (10) The Psychology Of Money by Morgan
Housel
8. (-) Ikigai by Hector Garcia and Francesc Miralles
9. (-) Same As Ever by Morgan Housel
10. (-) Others Is Not A Race by Melissa de Silva

CHILDREN’S

1. (-) Diary Of A Wimpy Kid #18: No Brainer
by Jeff Kinney
2. (1) InvestiGators #7: All Tide Up by John Patrick
Green
3. (2) The 169-Storey Treehouse by Andy Griffiths
and Terry Denton
4. (3) Percy Jackson And The Olympians #6:
The Chalice Of The Gods by Rick Riordan
5. (4) DorkDiaries #15: Not-So Posh Paris
Adventure by Rachel Renee Russell
6. (5) Dog Man #11: Twenty Thousand Fleas Under
The Sea by Dav Pilkey
7. (8) Diary Of A Wimpy Kid #17: Diper Overlode
by Jeff Kinney
8. (7) National Geographic Kids Almanac 2024:
International Edition by National Geographic
9. (9) A Good Girl’s Guide To Murder by Holly
Jackson
10. (6) The Blunders by David Walliams

Bestsellers

• This is The Sunday Times’ compilation of
bestseller lists from the Times, Popular, Epigram,
Wardah Books and Book Bar bookstores.

THE CAMPBELL GARDENS LADIES’
SWIMMING CLASS
By Vrushali Junnarkar
Fiction/Epigram Books/
Paperback/246 pages/$29.05/
Amazon SG (amzn.to/477UtOd)

A group of Indian women learning
to swim in a Singapore condomi-
nium is the subject of this novel,
which is Singapore-based Indian
author Vrushali Junnarkar’s debut,
andwhichwon the EpigramBooks
Fiction Prize in 2023.
It beginswith a surreal dream se-

quence that forms an interesting
entry point into the granularity of
the lives of these middle-aged
housewives: Protagonist Suchi is
gliding along in an Olympic-size
pool when the water suddenly
starts draining. Then jellyfish and
slimy stingray appear as shemirac-
ulously stays afloat.
This brief venture into an alter-

nate aquatic universe is interrupt-
ed when her eight-year-old son
jolts her awake fromher siesta. Dad
is watching television, so Suchi
gets up. It is the first hint of the
naturalised gender order that is
one of the main axes along which
this novel operates.
Junnarkar’s choice of subject

matter is a brave one, both for its
focus on Indian women and on
swimming. In an island nation like
Singapore – “In the oppressive
tropical heat, artificial water fea-
tures were a much-needed
quencher” – swimming is an
activity that most people partake
in without second thought.
But for Suchi, there are hurdles

galore, both individual and cultu-
ral. Chief of these is her husband’s
– and her own – discomfort with
showing too much skin in public.
The list of obstacles goes on:

Suchi’s many cooking chores;
money; a male instructor; the fear
of a tan which had decreased some
of her cousins’ “marriage-market

potential by a factor of three”; find-
ing a suitable swimsuit for her XXL
size.
By following Suchi’s manoeuvres

just to be able to learn to swim, Jun-
narkar is, in fact, writing about an
experience of brown travails and
joy that remains verymuch outside
of the Singapore and, global, main-
stream.
The problem is that the most ex-

citing thing to happen might be
someone slipping and falling.
There are moments when one feels
Junnarkar has nowhere to go,
trapped within the confines of the
condominium pool.
It is a particular problem with

slice-of-life novels dealing with
routine that challenges even the
most seasoned writers, the tension
flatlining once the novelty wears
off.
For this reviewer, it is the first 70

pages taking place largely on dry
land that most excites, when a
more complex narrative web could
be glimpsed before too many ele-
ments were jettisoned.
There is honesty, for instance, in

Suchi’s friend Latha’s jealousy of
her Filipino maid’s youth and free-
dom on Sundays, as she watches
her venture out tomeet her friends.
She is wary of the effect her

helper’s leopard-print skirt hang-
ing on the bamboo polemight have
on her husband – a concern shared
among the women. This, however,
remains a self-contained psycho-
logical exploration and Junnarkar
stops short of further parsing that
dynamic.
Similarly, newcomer Nayanika’s

monogrammed T-shirt and
Birkenstock-clad feet provoke
gossip, but fault lines between her
and the other Indian women are
washed away too easily by the
homogenising pool.
In one of the best-written sec-

tions, the Indianwomenof the con-
dominium, lovingly dubbed the
“Indian Mahila Mandal”, pro-
nounce disapprovingly that Naya-
nika likely makes only pasta and
pizza, after hearing that she is will-
ing to buy ready-made food.

A subsequent friendly debate
between North and South Indians
at this loquacious gathering is
filledwith a lot of charmand cultu-
ral freshness. Suchi’s home state of
Maharashtra is comically
disavowed by both sides.
Otherwise, the very ordinary

swimming lessons need a lot more
symbolic weight for ballast.
Or perhaps the feat of these

women plucking up the courage to
swim is enough – a small miracle
happening across the country
every day that deserves celebra-
tion. Just do not expect readers to
hold their breaths for too long.
If you like this, read:What I Talk
AboutWhen I Talk About Running
by Haruki Murakami (Vintage,
2009, $15.66, Amazon, go to
amzn.to/3G1aERK). The Japanese
author reflects on the influence
that running has had onhis life and
writing.

Debut novel dives into
the world of middle-aged
Indian housewives
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Singapore-based
Indian author
Vrushali
Junnarkar's
debut novel, The
Campbell
Gardens Ladies’
Swimming Class,
won the 2023
Epigram Books
Fiction Prize.
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Jumpstart your gift shop-
ping for the Christmas sea-
son.
If you like the books The

Sunday Times has reviewed
in these pages, we have a
promotion code with
Amazon.sg that will snag
you additional discounts for
your book buys. From Nov
20 to 23, get $5 off with $50
minimum spending. From
Nov 24 to 27, get $10 off with
$80 minimum spend.
Go to amzn.to/3QVSLd4

for this exclusive Black Fri-
day deal. Limited redemp-
tions are available every day,
so fastest fingers first.

Get a Black
Friday
promo code
for your
book buys
on
Amazon.sg

When author Gwee Li Sui penned
an op-ed for The New York Times
in 2016 defending the “wacky, sing-
song creole” of Singlish, hewas not
only roundly rebuttedby thePrime
Minister’s press secretary, but he
also received hate mail.
“There were really very fervent

people saying, ‘Because of people
like you, my children’s English will
suffer’,” recalls the 53-year-old
literary critic and poet,who admits
to feeling “quite depressed” that
the conversation quicklymoved on
from Singlish into mud-slinging
from proponents and detractors.
The former assistant professor at

the National University of Singa-
pore’s Department of English
Language and Literature and now
full-time writer has since doubled
down on his view that Singlish is a
language. Gwee has gone on to
write in and about Singlish in his
best-selling Spiaking Singlish: A
Companion To How Singaporeans
Communicate (2017).
To bolster his case, he has been

earnestly translating children’s
classics into Singlish and has just
published his fourth work.
A line fromWinnie-da-Pooh, his

latest translation of A.A. Milne’s
children’s classic Winnie-the-
Pooh, reads: “Sometimes Winnie-
da-Pooh suka play game when he
downstairs.” (Suka is Malay for
“like”.)
All his translations have been

published by the linguist Walter
Sauer’s Edition Tintenfass, a Ger-
man press which has published
children’s literature in more than
200 languages to date, including
endangered and minority
languages.
Although the books sell well,

Gwee owns up to a feeling of “dis-
appointment” when parents tell
him they are buying these books
for their children. He thinks his
translations deserve to be read by
adults too.
“Nobody has read a literary text

in Singlish until now, so techni-
cally, everybody is an eight-year-
old when it comes to reading
Singlish,” says Gwee. “I’m also
learning the art of translating.”
He found it challenging to coax

the Singlish voice in his first book
The Leeter Tunku (2019), a
translation of Antoine de
Saint-Exupery’s French classic
The Little Prince. It was only when
he started translating English
writer Beatrix Potter and German
folklorists Brothers Grimm that he
grewmore confidentwith his craft.
Still, Gwee is accustomed to

negative comments from readers
who insist that his Singlish is not
accurate or that it contains too
much “old people’s Singlish”. But
that is exactly his point: the
Singlish he uses in his translations
belong not just to one person –
certainly not himself.
“I’m quite conscious that every

paragraph shouldhave amix of dif-
ferent languages,” he says, adding
that he was also conscious to in-
clude young people’s Singlish,
which may be influenced by global
slang, the Internet and K-pop.
He says: “As long as it’s not one

person hearing just his or her
Singlish, I am in a good place.
Hopefully, this will bring us toge-
ther andwe can hear one another’s
Singlish and also our own.”
Gwee is aware that varying the

vocabularies and registers of
Singlish in Winnie-da-Pooh helps
create a distinct personality for
each character. For a book that
thrives onword play, he had to find
creative ways to translate the
humour where there may be no
Singlish equivalent.
To that end, he says his habit is to

eavesdrop in public and “to have an
ear in as many conversations as
you can”.
He keeps a running document

titled “Next book – Singlishwords”
on his laptop, tracking the ways
Singlish is evolving as a living
language.
But even as the use of Singlish is

gaining wider acceptance in public
campaigns and literature, Gwee is
still mulling on a certain transla-
tion that he is not quite confident
to bring out yet.
He has translated parts of the

Bible – the world’s most translated
text – and even consulted a theolo-
gian, but wonders if the public and
his skills are ready.
“There is a lot of sensitivity in-

volved. I need to get the translation
to the point where we say that
Singlish translations can bring out

a range of emotions and not just
humour.
“Right now, I think the most im-

portant thing is to get people com-
fortable with reading Singlish.
Then,we can domore,” addsGwee,
who says he has been approached
by readers to translate books by
Jane Austen or the Mahabharata.
When he hears these suggesti-

ons, as he often does at his book
launches, his reaction is that others
can and should take on the work of
translating books into Singlish.
“Look, I’m not the authority on

Singlish. If anything, every Singa-
porean is an authority – or they
believe they are the authority.
That’s why they can comment on
my translation.”
And if anyone does, he hopes

they will get a better initial recep-
tion than he had. “I hope I am the
last person to get hatemail for pro-
moting Singlish.”

Everyone is an eight-year-old when reading Singlish:
Gwee Li Sui on translating Winnie-da-Pooh

Shawn Hoo

•Winnie-da-Pooh In Singlish ($27.73)
by A.A. Milne, translated by Gwee Li
Sui, is available from Amazon SG
(amzn.to/47ezsBv).

Gwee Li Sui has
translated four
children's
classics into
Singlish and his
latest book,
Winnie-da-Pooh,
is a translation of
A.A. Milne's
Winnie-the-Pooh.
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Get your weekly round-up of the latest
food news, reviews and recipes.
Sign up for the STFood newsletter at
www.straitstimes.com/newsletter
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•Routes 2: A Singaporean Memoir,
1976-2000 by Robert Yeo is available
from Epigram Bookshop ($25) and
Kinokuniya ($27).
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