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Time for museum to dig deeper 
It's attracting more 
visitors and must find 
new ways to engage them 

I By CLARISSA OON 
SENIOR WRITER 

S
INCE it reopened five years ago 
in a beautifully restored old 
building with the latest interac
tive doodads, the National 
Museum has had its fans and 

detractors. 
The long-simmering debate on 

whether it has gone too "lifestyle" was 
resurrected recently. Citing a slew of fash
ion-related exhibitions, a reader wrote to 
this newspaper arguing that the museum 
had taught her more about fashion than 
her country's history. 

In reply, the museum said the clothes 
in its display cases were not mere 
frippery but a lens with which to view 
history. Also, it had other non-sartorial 
exhibitions up its sleeve, such as a 
current one on 50 years of Singapore's 
economic development. 

It is worth taking stock of the shift in 
direction of this once fuddy-duddy 
124-year-old institution, which in recent 
years has gone the way of many museums 
worldwide to engage and entertain view
ers rather than talk down to them. 

In the process, some argue the pendu
lum has swung towards anti-intellectual
ism and the production of multi-sensory 
experiences that can be easily consumed. 

What makes a museum both relevant 
to its time and an enchanting window 
into the past? What qualities separate the 
great museums from the run -of- the
mill, and where does the National Muse
um stand in relation to that? 

Let me begin by saying, in 
youth-speak, that I "heart" museums. 
Whether they are howcasing history, art 
or quirky artefacts such as dolls and toys, 
they are my first port-of-call wherever I 
have travelled. 

To me, a great museum feeds the 
mind, heart and senses in equal measure. 

One of them must surely be the Jewish 
Museum in Berlin, architect Daniel 

Libeskind's masterpiece where the build
ing design itself allows visitors to experi
ence the disorientation and creeping hor
ror felt by the thousands of Jews packed 
off to death camps in World War n. 

In this Jewish community museum, 
narrow, tilting passageways with slit-like 
windows open up startlingly into cavern-
0us voids and a garden where rows of con
crete pillars blot out the sun and sky. 

I also remember London's premier con
temporary art museum, the Tate Modern, 
for thought-provoking fare such as an 
inspired 2002 travelling exhibition on 
Matisse and Picasso. It presented two 
modern masters not typically experi
enced as a pair, and showed how their 
love -hate relationship shaped their 
respective artistic flowerings. 

Such exhibitions lend intellectual heft 
to a museum housed in a gussied-up 
former power station and known for 
sometimes gimmicky art commissions. 

On home turf, I keep going back to the 
National Museum because it has managed 
to make me see more keenly and think 
and feel more deeply. 

The problem is that it tends to do so 
on its foreign programmes and imported 
exhibitions. What is missing is a similar 
critical rigour and adventurousness with 
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Singapore - related content. 
Its magisterial, colonial-era building -

with a steel and concrete extension ooz
ing industrial chic - has played host to 
leading China artist Cai Guoqiang's pro
vocative installations, Taiwan photogra
pher Chang Chien-chi's arresting por
traits, and a stunning retrospective of the 
late Taiwan auteur Edward Yang's films. 

The last two show the museum setting 
itself apart as a regional arts venue. It 
was the first major survey of Chang's pho
tographs outside of Taiwan, and one of 
the most complete retrospectives any
where in the world on Yang. 

I have yet to feel the same frisson of ex
citement for the Singapore programmes. 
The museum has a permanent Singapore 
History Gallery dotted with interactive 
video displays, but it feels small for 700 
years of Singapore history. It also gives a 
largely textbook account, apart from a 
single brief video interview with former 
leftist leader Fong Swee Suan. 

An exhibition last year on Singapore in 
the year 1960, with the National Anthem 
tinkling from an automated grand piano 
and a showing of memorabilia from 
bygone amusement parks, had insuffi
cient curatorial gloss and seemed 
designed more for children than adults. 
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The current exhibition on economic 
history, a collaboration with the Econom
ic Development Board, is slight and 
devoid of drama apart from a short video 
on the 1985 recession. 

The only time the museum managed to 
challenge the Singapore I thought I knew 
was in a 2009 screening of the 1979 cult 
movie Saint Jack. Set and shot here, the 
colourful Peter Bogdanovich film is redo
lent with the sights and sounds of a for
gotten era. That one can no longer recog
nise the Singapore in the film speaks elo
quently of the breakneck speed at which 
the city state has transformed itself. 

With some of its foreign programmes, 
the museum does not simply import 
works wholesale but invests curatorial 
resources. For the two-week retrospec
tive of Yang's films in March, prominent 
Taiwanese artists and film-makers were 
flown in for dialogue sessions. Original 
essays and interviews on Yang were com
missioned for a substantial 227 - page 
programme booklet. 

The level of insight, not just on his 
films alone but on art and Taiwanese soci
ety' took my breath away. I thought to 
myself: Why does the museum not de
vote the same scholarly attention to Sin
gapore artists, whether living or dead? 

I think fashion and film can tell you as 
much about a nation's history as building 
ruins or antique vases. What matters is 
analytical boldness and depth. 

Nor am I the only one with a hunger to 
. know more and be surprised about my 
country. From the museum's audience 
figures, the most popular exhibition in 
the last five years is not a blockbuster 
from the West, but one on 19th century 
images of Singapore captured in Europe
an postcards and paintings. 

The exhibition, The Image Of Our 
Landscape, drew over 124,000 visitors 
from October 2009 to January last year. 
It edged out ancient Egyptian artefacts, 
Roman ruins and Greek masterpieces 
from France's famous Louvre Museum, 
all of which came in touring shows. 

The National Museum has succeeded 
in remaking itself as a total arts and life
style destination. Visitorship has gone up 
nearly tenfold since 2004, no mean feat 
considering the competing array of enter
tainment options in recent years. 

Its next challenge is to go beyond "Sin
gapore lite", and give a maturing citizen
ry the intellectual engagement it craves. 
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