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Abstract

 Changing expectations of cultural and creative experiences present challenges, but also 
opportunities for cultural institutions to find new ways of mediating and presenting Culture. Digital 
technology is just one of many disruptors that can be employed to explore and testbed solutions 
within a rapidly changing landscape. In finding new and creative ways to ensure their relevance 
and accessibility, art and culture can become engines of positive social change with the power to 
transform communities. 

 This presentation will explore the strategies that can be employed across audience engagement 
and programming, and considers how an inclusive cultural institution that embraces the challenges 
of the 21st Century can make an impact within the communities it engages with, and possibly achieve 
entrepreneurial outcomes.
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The way culture is consumed is changing. 
Over the last few years, the way people 
think about, experience, and present 
culture has rapidly altered, surfacing 
questions about how cultural institutions 
can remain relevant in this context 
of change. 

The internet revolution is the fourth 
industrial revolution of our time and has 
brought with it the digital revolution, 
which in turn has disrupted everything 
from businesses and governments, to 
ourselves and how we live our lives.    
Long-standing industries and business 
models have either disappeared or are 
under threat, thanks to new disruptive 
startups like Uber, Grab, Airbnb, Alibaba, 
just to name a few—and all within the last 
few years. 

For instance, it is incredible to conceive 
of Alibaba as the largest “bank” of today, 
as despite operating without a banking 
license, they facilitate billions of dollars’ 

worth of monetary transactions each 
day, outstripping any bank in the world. 
Another astounding example is the way 
that ride-sharing app Uber has disrupted 
the traditional taxi system for good. 
With the world we now know constantly 
evolving, we have little choice but to 
adapt, or else.

Disruption as the new normal

What of cultural institutions then? We are 
certainly not spared from this landscape 
of disruption. In fact, some are already 
asking: in this asset-light and digitally-
mediated world, could a museum consider 
not having its own collection, in the same 
way that Airbnb owns no real estate?

On the surface it seems provocative, 
but we are already seeing signs of this 
happening. Google’s ambitious Arts & 
Culture app captures and aggregates 
media from across the world’s museums. 
It is a grand gesture to democratise art by 
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placing images of artworks, regardless of 
their maker, or historical importance, on an 
open platform for access by anyone. This is 
one example that both demonstrates the 
immense potential of digital disruption in 
the cultural space, and also highlights the 
anxiety that cultural institutions face as 
they consider the relevance of the physical 
museum and collection, and are forced to 
reevaluate the mandate and function of 
the museum.

Art can be a positive disruptor 

From the perspective of a visual arts 
institution, disruption in the realm of art is 
not unusual. One could argue that artists 
have always operated along models of 
disruption, and that the trajectory of 
art history is one that has been pushed 
forward by examples of disruption. A 
classic case would be Marcel Duchamp’s 
Fountain (1917). Duchamp’s proclamation 
of a banal object—an industrial urinal—
as a work of art, created an uproar in 
the art world when it was presented, 
marking an important event in the 
development of contemporary art. 
Examples like this demonstrate that 
we are uniquely positioned to embrace 
disruptions in our space—we are even 
ready to go one step further to consider 
the possibility of employing such 
disruption as opportunities for positive 
change and innovation. 

The establishment of the Guggenheim 
Bilbao in Spain can help us understand 
this point. Bilbao was a thriving port 
city in the early 1960’s and a major 
industrial town in the 1980s, but began 

to experience a severe decline in jobs 
due to deindustrialisation in the 1990s. 
It was the culture of the city that came 
to the rescue and helped the city stay 
relevant and to survive. The development 
of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao 
in 1997 reinvigorated the city and 
turned it into vibrant destination for arts 
and culture. This was the first clear 
disruption of the traditional museum 
model, where the museum was introduced 
as a cure for a city that was disrupted by 
economic revolutions.

Export and funding of culture have 
their challenges

On the other hand, Guggenheim Abu 
Dhabi is experiencing challenges, which 
some say is symptomatic of an American 
institution with a Jewish name seeking 
to establish itself prominently within a 
Middle Eastern country facing challenging 
economic and political circumstances. 
Still, the Guggenheim Foundation 
remains committed to realising the 
transformative potential of this project 
“as a catalyst for exchange and for 
expanding the narratives of art history”.1 
While the benefits of global cultural 
exchanges are evident, the timing and 
the potential downside from its scale and 
associations have to be contended with, 
and the Guggenheim Abu Dhabi stands 
as an example of the delicate nature of 
having to negotiate boundaries whilst 
pursuing  such innovations.

This is in stark contrast with the Louvre 
Abu Dhabi, which has managed to open 
with much fanfare. By sharing art and 

1 Jon Gambrell, Chicago Tribune, 6 September 2017, ‘A decade later, still no contract to build Guggenheim in UAE’,           
http://www.chicagotribune.com/sns-bc-ml--emirates-louvre-guggenheim-20170906-story.html 
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collaborating to create new histories 
together, museums can play the part of 
cultural diplomats: extending a nation’s 
soft power by building meaningful and 
enduring relationships.

However, one downside is that this project 
allowed the Louvre, through its rich 
collection, strong brand and management 
expertise, to be financially compensated 
for this project. This has drawn criticism that 
museums should not be for sale—surfacing 
yet another difficult boundary issue.

This leads us to the subject of funding and 
how cultural institutions are increasingly 
wading into the tricky negotiations along 
the boundary between what is ethical and 
what is not. For those of us who operate 
museums or cultural institutions, we 
know that the funds available can never 
match our aspirations. We seek funding 
from various sources, and in the process, 
could unintentionally accept funding from 
sources that may place us in the position 
of ethical dilemmas. In 2014, for example, 
protesting artists forced the Sydney 
Biennale to cut ties with the funding it 
received from Transfield Holdings, an 
organisation which manages a network 
of offshore detention centres in Australia. 
The Sackler Wing at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York also recently 
came under criticism for its links to the 
family who owns the Oxycontin opioid 
empire, prompting protests by artists.

How National Gallery Singapore 
confronts such realities 

As we face the pressures of sustainability 
within this landscape, it is vital that 

we balance the ethics of new means 
and models of sustainability, while still 
harnessing the potential of the digital and 
continuing to champion the first-hand 
experience of art and culture. This is how 
the National Gallery Singapore has tried to 
negotiate these issues.

We believe in confronting the digital and 
the new realities. By not accepting the 
status quo and by recognising that this 
process is essential to remain relevant 
in this modern age, we enable cultural 
innovation through self-disruption.

Becoming a #SMARTMuseum 

At National Gallery Singapore, we have 
decided to focus our efforts towards 
a vision of a #SMARTMuseum that 
imaginatively harnesses the power of 
digital technology to empower artists 
and museum professionals, inspire 
connections between art and the public, 
and cultivate an art-loving community that 
is inclusive, creative and thoughtful. This 
has guided our focus along the following 
three thrusts: 

1. Unleashing art by breaking down 
barriers and imagining a museum 
without walls 

2. Empowering citizens by 
involving our audiences in the design 
of exhibitions

3. Disrupting work by leveraging 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) to augment 
our workforce
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However, before we embark on these 
initiatives, we first need to know who our 
visitors are. The Gallery’s research project, 
“Know Our Visitor” (KOV), has illuminated 
various profiles of the museum-goer 
based on their motivations to visit the 
museum. This research allows us to better 
understand what our audiences are 
looking for when they engage with us, and 
also helps us to empathetically integrate 
the visitor into the museum experience 
even before they begin their journey. 

What has been most revealing is that 
people of the same age group seek 
different outcomes from their visits. For 
example, some seek edutainment, others 
want an immersive thrill, and many 
want to feel a sense of belonging and 
connection to the wider community. The 
research went beyond surveying people 
already interested in art, to include those 
who are not museum attendees by 
nature, pushing us to explore new ways of 
reaching out to this yet-to-be-converted 
audience segment.

Figure 1.  The #SMARTMuseum framework. Image courtesy of National Gallery Singapore.

Figure 2. The facets of our “Know Our Visitor” research. Image courtesy of National Gallery Singapore.
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Knowing our visitors means we are able 
to map their journey within the museum, 
understand what resonates with them, 
and even identify potential choke-points 
they might face within galleries. This data 
allows us to shape memorable, seamless 
and personalised experiences which we 
hope will encourage our visitors to return.

Leveraging the digital and keeping
it real

An example of leveraging digital platforms 
to unleash art is the ongoing Unrealised 
which is “not an exhibition”. Unrealised 
activates gallery spaces as the user 
navigates through them and visitors are 
prompted to check notifications upon 
entering specific locations through the 
Gallery app on their smartphone. Through 
this, they are able to access customised 
content created in collaboration with 
artists Heman Chong, Erika Tan, and Ho 
Tzu Nyen, and experience site-specific art 
which exists only in the digital form. 

We have also been able to leverage on 
digital technology to bring in artworks 
that are not physically able to travel to 
the Gallery. A recent example is how 
a national treasure of the Philippines, 
Spoliarium by Juan Luna (1884), was not 
able to travel out of its home country. It 
was instead brought to our visitors in a 
virtual form to complement our exhibition, 
Between Worlds (November 2017 to March 
2018), and was shown alongside works 
from Juan Luna and Indonesian artist 
Raden Saleh. The digital presentation 
even allowed visitors to interact with 
the artwork from a 360-degree view and 
go closer into the artwork through high 
definition close-ups that go beyond the 
ability of the naked eye. 

Even as we activate the physical space 
of the Gallery in innovative ways and cater 
to an audience that enjoys the element of 
surprise and new experiences, we remain 
cognisant that the digital experience of 
artworks does not substitute the unique 
nature of cultural experience. Although 
digital technology has enabled us to 
unleash art from physical locations as in 
the case of Spoliarium, we have branched 
into looking at multidisciplinary forms 
of art expression as a way to continue to 
champion the physical and immediate 
experience of art and art forms.

Lee Ming Wei’s relational artwork, Sonic 
Blossom, was recently staged at the 
Gallery in early 2018. The Taiwanese artist 
employed professional opera singers 
to roam the Gallery and present visitors 
with a beautiful, dedicated performance 
of one of Franz Schubert’s five lieders, an 
immersive and moving gift of song. 

As another example of an inter-disciplinary 
experience, was Ayumi Paul’s We Are 
We, which was performed in early 2018. 
The performance saw the artist invite 
more than 60 women from around the 
world—each who have influenced her 
significantly—to share a piece of fabric 
associated with a precious memory. The 
artist combined these pieces of fabric 
to form a Japanese Boro patchwork 
dress, making visible the connections 
between people and their stories. She 
then performed for six hours continuously 
each day for ten days, a composition for 
violin and voice, literally and musically 
weaving these women’s stories into 
her work, while still engaging with the 
collective atmosphere from the audience 
around her. These two examples, 
showcased the unique nature of cultural 



- 20 -

experience and immersion that makes a 
difference to a visitor’s experience.

Another way in which the digital is 
impacting the cultural sphere is on our 
workforce. Machine learning and artificial 
intelligence (AI) is already disrupting our 
workforce. At the Gallery, we are exploring 
how these disruptions can work for us 
instead. To date, we have launched a 
virtual email assistant called Evie who 
schedules meetings and books rooms 
for us, freeing up a considerable amount 
of time spent coordinating various 
schedules. After a successful trial of a 
Facebook chatbot for the exhibition 
Colours of Impressionism (November 2017 
to March 2018), we are now designing 
another Chatbot called Gallery Aunty 
that is able to have an interactive 
conversation with members of the public, 
allowing them to ask questions about the 
museum in general, as well as on specific 
artworks. We believe innovations like these 
will augment our existing gallery hosts 
who currently introduce the artworks to 
our visitors.

Remaining inclusive in the new age 

As we navigate the digital age, another 
border we must consciously negotiate 
is the need to stay inclusive, catering 
to those who are unfamiliar with 
digital platforms, or who prefer the 
tactile and the familiar. The inaugural 
Children’s Biennale launched by the 
Gallery in May 2017, was a programme 
designed to ignite the imagination and 
creativity of the young audiences, and 
the commissioned artworks had this 
audience in mind. The young will become 
our future museum-goers and our future 
cultural ambassadors, and it is important 
to reach out to them on all available 
platforms and even create new avenues 
for interaction, so that culture continues 
to be an integral part of their lives.

Figure 3. Part of Lee Ming Wei’s Sonic Blossom. Image courtesy of National Gallery Singapore.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, cultural experiences can help 
us better navigate a world of disruption, and 
prepare ourselves for a rapidly changing 
world. And what better way to contribute 
than be the “disruptive classroom” for the 
next generation, preparing them to be the 
change leaders for tomorrow.

Figure 4. Disruptive Classroom. Image courtesy of National Gallery Singapore.


