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What have dinosaurs 
got to do with S'pore? 
Museunl's $12m pursuit 
of dino skeletons fronl 
US makes no sense 

I By O NG SOR FERN 
DEPUTY 
LIFE! EDITOR 

I 
HAVE been musing about price ver
sus value recently , more specifical 
ly about the price of ar t ve rsus it s 
value to a conmmnity. As a lifelong 
arts lover , my instinct is always to 

defend the value of the arts and to declare 
that it is impossible to put a price on it . 

But, as with everything in this modern 
world, price tags have become a handy 
soundbite with which to grab a viewer 's 
attention. And catching people ' s atten
tion is, as even hallowed institutions such 
as museums have found out , an essential 
KPI (key performance indicator) in these 
busy times. 

Spending money to buy attention is 
easy. Just look at the recent brouhaha 
over the Tang treasures collec tion which 
came with a US$32 million (S$39 million) 
price tag . My own attention was snagged 
las t Sunday when The Sunday Times re 
ported that Singapore's new natural histo 
ry museum is hoping to raise $12 million 
to buy a trio of dinosaur skeletons. 

My fir st ins tinctive reac tion was dis 
may. What do dinosaurs have to do with 
Singapore's natural his tory, I thought. 
And that $12 million could fund an awful 
lot of other things at the Raffles Museum 
of Biodiversity Research. 

Now I confess I'm no natural history 
buff. But I have enjoyed the curator ' s 
tour at the Raffles Museum and it opened 
m y eyes to the s tagge ring wealth of natu 
ra� resources in South- east Asia . 

The museum owns about 50 0,000 
specimens of animals, the larges t collec
tion of South - east Asian wildlife in the re
gion. All I could think of when I saw the 
enthusiasm and dedicat ion of the staff , 

who guided packed t ours through their 
cramped libraries of specimens, was: 
" How can a country as materially 
wealthy as Singapore fail to dedicate prop 
er financial support to such a crucial part 
of our national heritage? " 

Of course that question was answered 
handsomely last year when it was an 
nounced that the Raffles Museum has 
managed to raise $46 million to build a 
spanking new home , designed by ac
claimed home grown architect Mok Wei 
Wei no less , to house the collection. 

About time, I rejoiced. But having 
s truggled so hard to win funds, why is the 
museum now chasing a $12 million set of 
dinosaur bones? 

The jaded journalist in me recognises 
that dinosaurs are a guaranteed surefire 
hit. I had been told· t hat dinosaurs and 
mummies are no-brainer winners when it 
comes to ratings, which explains why the 
National Geographic , History and Discov-
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ery cable channels are perennially trot
ting out specials and documentaries on 
these topics. 

But the museum aficionado in me re
belled : $12 million is a little over a quarter 
of what it cost to build the museum , and 
just for one display? 

Think what that amount could do for 
the rest of the collection. 

I have no doubt the custodians at Raf
fles Museum have taken good care of the 
collec tion but it was, at one point , shunt
ed pillar to post like an unwanted orphan, 
losing some precious exemplars in the pro
cess. Surely the money could go towards 
careful restoration and loving care as well 
as creating even better showcases and 
proper curation once the new building 
opens? 

I am sure money will be needed to run 
the place and dollars could also be invest
ed in grooming the curators and scholars 
who are the intellectual backbone of any 
museum aspiring to international repute. 
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The funds could also be used to create 
educational materials based on the collec
tion . I would love to see a large format 
book, a la John James Audubon 's gor
geous works, documenting the collection 
with annotated essays, colour illustra
tions and plates. I would buy a book like 
this in a heartbeat. But this sort of project 
takes time , money and other re sources 
too . 

No doubt the trio of dinosaur skele 
tons are important relics. There is specu
lation that it is a family, and the set is 
more than 80 per cent complete. Whatev
er. 

They do not make sense to me as they 
are not even found in the region ~ they 
are from Wyoming in the United States . 

To me, the pursuit of the bones is just 
the latest in a series of programming deci
sions in Singapore museums which signal 
what seems like a disheartening intellectu
al and spiritual vacuum. I wonder if the 
pursuit of such blockbuster exhibitions 
has come at too high a cost in terms of a 
lack of curatorial discipline and intellectu
al heft about Singapore ' s own culture , 
heritage and history. 

For example, the National Museum of 
Singapore 's most memorable exhibitions 
recently have been retrospectives of Irani
an photographer Abbas and Taiwanese 
film-make r Edward Yang. I admire their 
works, and I do acknowledge it was a 
coup to land the Abbas retrospective . 

But where are the thought-provoking 
exhibits about Singapore 's history? I have 
been through the his tory gallery all of 
once and all I remember is hating the 
maze - like layout and struggling with the 
clumsy audio companion. The story the 
gallery told did not regi s ter with me at 
all. I left feeling dissatisfied . 

And the Living Galleries at the muse
um were also a disappointment , except 
for the one dedicated to Fashion. Now 
that gallery was a successful fu sion of 
pop culture, sociology and his tory. I 
loved that the artefacts in that gallery -
dresses , shoes, make-up, music - gave 
me an insight into how women played a 
crucial part in Singapore 's development 
in the years after independence , how 
their roles in society changed and how 
something so frivolous as clothes refle ct
ed their changing s tatus . 

For me , a museum is not simply about 
the blockbuster shows although those are 
nice to have. But anyone can buy a show. 
Fewer people can tell m e a good story 
about my home and show me something 
surprising about Singapore. That, to me. 
is what a museum should do. They are 
the custodians of Singapore' s best s tori es 
and they should strive to tell it as well as 
they can . And that is something to be val
ued beyond any price. 
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