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EDUCATION & RESEARCH

“SITE, SITUATION, SPECTATOR”

ALTERNATIVE READINGS OF SPACE AND HISTORY

COMMENTARY BY DR LILIAN CHEE AND HANAN ALSAGOFF
PROJECT TEXTS BY KENNETH KOH, LEE LING WEI, SAM CHO AND FELICIATOH
IMAGES BY DONALD LIM, NAJEEB RAHMAT, PRIME TAMBAYONG,
HANAN ALSAGOFF, KENNETH KOH, SAM CHO AND FELICIA TOH

SITE, SITUATION, SPECTATOR IS AN EXHIBITION,
SECOND IN A SERIES, CO-CURATED AND
EXECUTED BY STUDENTS FROM THE NATIONAL
UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE (NUS). IT ISTHE
PRODUCT OF AN INDEPENDENT-STUDY
MODULE UNDER THE UNIVERSITY SCHOLARS'
PROGRAMME (USP) FOR STUDENTS FROM

THE DEPARTMENT OF ARCHITECTURE,
CONDUCTED IN COLLABORATION WITH NUS
MUSEUM. STRATEGICALLY POSITIONED AT

THE CROSSROADS BETWEEN ARCHITECTURE
AND ART, THE MAIN INTENTION OF THIS
MODULE ISTO INTRODUCE INTERDISCIPLINARY
PERSPECTIVES INTO THE ARCHITECTURAL
DISCIPLINE. THIS IS DONE BY DEVELOPING
NEW METHODS OF “SITE” MAPPING IN
RELATION TO PARAMETERS OF “SITUATION”
AND “SPECTATOR,” THUS, COMPLEMENTING
MORE STATIC AND PHYSICAL NOTIONS RELATED
TO SITE WORK. THE EXHIBITS EMERGE FROM

A CRITICAL ENGAGEMENT WITH SITE-BOUND
SPATIAL PRACTICES, AND THEIR ATTENDANT
SOCIO-HISTORICAL-POLITICAL CONTEXTS.

“Space can be real and imagined. Spaces can tell stories and
unfold histories. Spaces can be interrupted, appropriated, and
transformed through artistic and literary practice.”!

In the architectural profession, the understanding of space

is often envisaged in the context of physical structures with
formal qualities, as something that is framed within a tangible
reality. Architectural space is seen as something definite, where,
according to a textbook definition by Frank Ching, “its visual
form, quality of light, dimensions and scale, depend totally

on its boundaries as defined by elements of form.”? The reality
of architecture is thus looked upon as the combination of the
elements of form and space.

Space is a term that is also constantly studied and re-defined

in other disciplines, ranging from history, astronomy to

cultural studies. It is possible to extract key spatial ideas from
these various fields and adapt them into a plausible way of
understanding or studying architecture, as a means of stretching
the imagination.

The use of narratives, through various media, is one possible
way to provide a more concrete expression to the “alternative”
notions of space. This is done by way of internalisation and
adaptation of information by the user in relation to their specific
context or situation. Foucault’s theory of heterotopia, or “other”
spaces, talks about this “shift towards the subject,” where the
user/spectator (i.e. the subject) plays an important role in the
experiential perception of space.? Such spaces are not bound by
existing definitions or architectural typologies. They are also not
restricted by physical geography.

The four projects in this year's “Site, Situation, Spectator”
exhibition represent differently developed explorations of
reading a space as “site,” that is, as a territory with specific
physical, socio-cultural and imaginative contours, and further, its
translation into effective modes of communication to an unseen
public. Three of the projects revolve around the Singapore River
and one around the sites of bygone kampongs ravaged by fire.

It is interesting to note that the chosen sites circulate around the
elements of water and fire; one commonly seen as the source of
life and sustenance, the other of destruction. Similarly, the four
works simultaneously deconstruct and rebuild our perceptions
of Singapore’s spatial environments: through the re-interpretation
and subversion of “official” history, the piecing together of
undocumented histories, the heightening of aural perception as a
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The Seven Bridges — A Guide to the Singapore River
PROJECT AND TEXT BY KENNETH KOH®
IMAGES BY KENNETH KOH, PRIME TAMBAYONG AND HANAN ALSAGOFF

The Seven Bridges is an investigation into the history of
miscellany and unexpectedness, delving into subverted stories
and information about the Singapore River. Taking the form of
a tourist brochure that is to be inconspicuously inserted into
the site of the Singapore River, The Seven Bridges challenges
the assumptions that the spectator has of touristic media along
with its symbols and language. This parodic brochure inherits
the glossy aesthetics and hyperbolic voice that defines the
anticipated experience of the commercial tour, easing the viewer
into a set of expectations. While initially being led into what
seems to be a typical touristic experience, the viewer soon
realises that this tour is far from ordinary.

Many of the protagonists and objects that come into play in these
inflated anecdotal tales become eccentric counterpoints to the
characters that are commonly mentioned in the popular history
of the river. The tour is strung together with tales that challenge

|H

the “official” perspective of the river: the multiple fables of how a
sacred stone arrived on and eventually disappeared from a rocky
promontory at the mouth of the Singapore River, the account of
the incompetent engineer that built a bridge that was too low,
the tale of the Guardian of the River, the nomadic Gardens of
Peace, and more. The quasi-mythical yarns that are spun read
like fiction, while based entirely on an alternative past that has
never quite surfaced. -

Part of this project is also exhibited at The Arts House, Singapore.
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Sounds of My River
TEXT, PROJECT AND SKETCHES BY SAM CHO"?

Sound is a medium with the potential of linking spaces, objects
and events. In terms of meaning, sound is a “flexible” medium.
The listening process requires a constant reinterpretation of
meanings, rendering its content more fluid and subjective in
comparison to text, sculpture or painting. This continuous
interplay of listening and reinterpretation makes sound

personal and specific to the listener. It encompasses an intimate
experience.

Conceptually, the installation exists as an “antidote” to formal

or official history — which is often presented as a single, linear,
unbiased and even logical view of the river. Returning historical
reinterpretation back to the audience, the collection of sounds
from online videos, live site recordings, situational re-enactments
and audio archive, captures diverse viewpoints, experiences and
narrations. This “bottom-up” approach allows the story of the
Singapore River to be retold according to the individual.

Sound of My River contains five “voices,” each a category

of sounds with a different perspective. The five “voices” —
government, news, student, tourist and personal, offer a range
of formal and informal histories, some descriptive while others
are less structured. In the duration of the piece, an issue would
emerge as the “topic of discussion” between the five “voices,”
including commercialization, sanitization and the founding of
Singapore. These issues, called “movements” in the soundscape,
offer a baseline for the “voices” to relate to each other. Partly
because sound has the potential to connect completely random
events, the installation attempts to create moments of “disbelief”
and “shock” so as to bring out unforeseen connections between
objects, events or places, for instance connecting coolies with
pubs goers, and politicians with tourists.

this page, left
Graphical Composition of
Sound - sketch.

this page, right, from top
Lacation of Speakers and
Sound Track — sketch;
Movement One —Visual
Score — sketch,

opposite top left
Kampong Tiong Bahru,
2009: digital print on
photographic paper.

opposite top right
Bukit Ban Kee, 2009: digital
print on photographic paper.

opposite bottom left
Pulau Minyak, 2009: digital
print on photographic paper.

opposite top left

Bukit Ho Swee, 2009:
digital print on photographic
paper.
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Movement I- Founding of Singapore
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