


Contested authorship in the passageway of the National Museum of Singapore

Abstract 

Ballantyne and Grillner challenge the conventional Western notion that a single 

author owns full credit for a work. Ballantyne does so by showing how authorship can 

evolve with changing perspectives from changing times, while Grillner shows that in 

landscape design discourse, the idea of the guardian of a place or the genius loci who 

guides an author destabilizes traditional ideas on authorship. 

Using their arguments, the authorship of the passageway of the National 

Museum of Singapore is evaluated. It is my argument that there is contested 

authorship in this passageway. Specifically, three factors contribute to contested 

authorship in the passageway of the National Museum of Singapore. They are firstly, 

the unseen authors or the spirit of the place; secondly, the evolution of museum 

objective over time; finally, the deliberate positioning of contesting elements in the 

passageway. 
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Ballantyne and Grillner challenge the Western idea of authorship where one sole 

figure receives full credit for a work. Ballantyne uses the Stonehenge to illustrate how 

when a building’s purpose is unknown, it becomes whatever its interactors and 

interpretators make it to be, resulting in contesting authorship [1]. Grillner on the 

other hand, uses 18
th

 century landscape design discourse to elaborate how people’s 

perception of who the author is can change with changing contexts. She further shows 

how the idea of the genius loci as an agent of design destabilizes the idea of 

authorship [2].  

 These arguments are used to evaluate the passageway indicated in the floor 

plan of Figure 1 of the National Museum of Singapore. This space stretches from the 

Glass Passage, through the parallel block, till the Link Bridge that connects to the 

modern museum block. This space is chosen as it connects the old and the new 

buildings and is analogous to a time machine, where one can experience the 

continuum of change, from colonial to cosmopolitan, classical to contemporary. In 

this paper the old museum refers to the Neo-Classical styled building, while new 

museum refers to the modern annex added after the 2006 renovations. 

Figure 1. Floor plan of second floor of the museum with indication of selected space[3].



Authorship is the source of origin or creation of a work [4]. Contested authorship 

therefore refers to situations whereby there are competing authors for a work. In this 

paper, I will propose that contested authorship is experienced in the passageway and 

three factors influence authorship in this space. These factors are: 

1. Unseen authors or the ‘spirit of the place’. 

2. Evolution of museum function. 

3. Physical positioning of contrasting elements. 

The Unseen Authors 

Firstly, I propose that authorship is contested because of ‘unseen authors’ that direct 

the architects and designers of the National Museum. In her article, 

 Grillner gives 

an account on the emergence of the landscape designer as an author and how this 

process resulted in confusions in the identity of the “legitimate author” [5]. The 

landscape gardener was defined to be an “agent for the genius’ force” who “completes 

the lines sketched out by nature” [6]. Instead of being involved in the work of 

creation, a landscape gardener is described as one who improves an existing work, 

aided by the genius loci. In Latin, the genius loci is the “spirit of a place”. In modern 

day language, it is the “prevailing character or atmosphere of a place” and 

metaphorically it is “the presiding god or spirit of a place” [7]. By bringing the genius 

loci into the picture, the notion of authorship is “radically destabilized” [8]. An 

“external force” becomes a contender for authorship. 

Authorship is contested in a similar manner in the passageway. Here, possible 

authors include the architects of the old museum, English engineer Henry McCallum 



and new museum, local architect Mok Wei Wei, and the artist of the chandelier 

installation, Suzann Walker. In particular, Mok and Walker appeared to have been 

guided by unseen forces.  

While McCallum conceptualized the original building from scratch, Mok 

designed his work to complement McCallum’s Victorian building. Besides being 

given Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA) conservation guidelines to follow, he 

also had to be sensitive in his choice of design to ensure coherence in the overall 

design. The URA guidelines and the constraint of the original building act as  ‘unseen 

forces’ that direct Mok, drawing parallels with the genius loci that direct the 

landscape designers in Grillner’s article. These ‘unseen forces’ prevent Mok from 

exerting total control over his design. Through restricting Mok’s design, the URA 

conservation guidelines and McCallum’s design have acted like an “external force” in 

shaping the outcome of Mok’s work. The people behind these external forces, 

therefore, should be allowed to contest for the authorship of the passageway. 

In the passageway, Mok replaced the original building’s pitch tiled roof with a 

glass structure. Though a radical move, Mok had intentionally designed the Glass 

Passage to “blend into the old neo-Palladian architecture”, harmonizing the old and 

new [9]. Mok’s Glass Passage reveals the details of Rotunda Dome to passing crowds 

on the passageway. One sees through the new to experience the old. Another decision 

that shows the older building’s influence on Mok is his choice of the silver colour for 

the Link Bridge and its surrounding areas. Such a choice complements the more 

elaborate historical building.  The straight and polished surfaces of the modern Link 

Bridge connects with the curvaceous and ornamented surfaces of the Glass Passage. 

In this manner, the historic and the contemporary architecture fuse, and McCallum’s 

spirit appeared to have guided the work of Mok.  



An external force also controls the artist’s choice of the chandelier. Suzann 

Victor’s Contours of a Rich Manoeuvre consists of a row of eight chandeliers, 

installed three metres above the floor of the Link Bridge [10]. She had chosen a 

chandelier to represent the European colonists who had imported the chandelier to the 

region. The spirit of the Singapore’s colonial past hence acts like a guardian that 

directs the modern artist. 

 Another factor also appears to have directed Walker. Prior to the glass 

passage, the geographical space was occupied by the skeletal exhibit of a juvenile 

blue whale (Figure 2).  One of the museum’s most iconic museum exhibits, it was 

symbolic of the past emphasis of the museum on natural history. The spirit of the 

museum’s zoological past could possibly have influenced Walker. The chandelier 

installation resembles a modern reinterpretation of the old whale skeleton (Figure 3). 

Its rhythmic swaying is possibly inspired by the majestic leviathan in the waters, 

while each chandelier possibly corresponds to the ribs of the old whale skeleton.  If 

so, this is another example of how the ‘spirit of a place’ guides authors in their work. 

Authorship is hence contested by the genius locus of the past exhibits and due credit 

should be given to the past influences of the whale exhibit. 



Paysagéité in the Passageway 

Secondly, the evolution of the museum’s function through time contributes to the 

contestation of authorship. In ‘Misprisions of Stonehenge,’ Ballantyne asserts that a 

building needs input by various authors to remain relevant through time [13]. This 

means authorship is not limited to the original author, but open to the various 

interactors and interpretators who experience the building. He sees the Stonehenge as 

a space that although physically unchanged, is constantly being “re-made as it comes 

into contact with new concepts and takes them up” [14] and uses the term 

“paysagéité” to describe such a scenario. What paysagéité does to a place is to 

introduce various authors to the space same, over time, creating contestations in 

authorship. 

Paysagéité is also observed in the National Museum passageway, albeit on a 

smaller scale. This is due to its short history of 121 years, as compared to 

Stonehenge’s thousands of years. The museum has similarly evolved with the times 

and needs of Singapore. Originally built by the British to house zoological and 

 

Figure 2. Whale skeleton hanging from the 

ceiling of the old museum [11]. 

 

Figure 3. Suzann Walker’s Contours of a 

Rich Manoeuvre like a majestic leviathan 

[12]. 



ethnographical materials, it was a symbol of British pride and power. Today, the 

museum is a tourist attraction and functions also to showcase the nation’s heritage.  

The contesting authors of the passageway are the ruling authorities of the past 

and present, who had different agendas. This affects the perspectives in which the 

museum is experienced. The shift away from natural history and ethnography to more 

contemporary artwork is apparent with the removal of the whale skeleton exhibit and 

the inclusion of the chandelier installation in the passageway. There is a change in 

direction towards more contemporary displays of art and architecture and a move 

away from the traditional focus of zoology and South East Asian culture. The removal 

of the pitched roof for the Glass Passage also shows a striving nation’s quest for 

advancement. In this manner, this passageway is kept alive and relevant through 

modern reinterpretation and modifications. Hence, the passageway today is partly the 

result of ruling authors of the past and present, making them contenders for 

authorship. 

Though the museum has undergone several physical and directional changes 

over the years, the evolution experienced is not as dramatic as the Stonehenge, as it 

retains its function as a public museum. The Stonehenge underwent more dramatic 

changes in terms of people’s understanding towards it. The Stonehenge was the 

architecture of “Merlin’s magic”, “the Roman temple”, “the Druid shrine” and the 

“new-age gathering place” [15]. This can be attributed to Stonehenge’s unknown 

origin, causing it to “act as a blank and receptive screen” for people to project their 

expectations and beliefs on [16]. The space at the museum however, carried, and still 

carries, the aspirations of its originator, which confines the scope of meaning other 

authors and users can interpret it. The space remained a place to explore, to observe 

and ponder, though the objects of focus have changed.  



Contestation Mechanisms 

Lastly, a physical position of various elements can also contribute to the contestation 

of authorship. Ballantyne’s theory does not fit the national museum exactly as the 

mechanism by which authorship is contested is different in the passageway. The 

Stonehenge is a landscape that has been repeatedly “territorialized” and 

“deterritorialized” by different “concepts” or “nomadic peoples” through time [17]. 

However, in the passageway, contestations of authorship are felt not because of 

successive generations of authors but because of the physical juxtaposition of various 

contrasting elements. 

 This can be seen through the physical presence of the work of various authors 

at the same time. McCallum’s classical-styled features, such as the Victorian windows 

and railings; Mok’s modern steel and glass Link Bridge and Glass Passage; and 

Walker’s chandelier installation are all present and felt at the same time. This is 

unlike the Stonehenge, whereby ideas come and go, with the people and the times, 

leaving no trace of authorship, except in records and in the hearts of the people who 

experience them.  

The physical juxtaposition of contesting elements emphasize the contestation 

of authorship and show that there is no single author for this space. The passageway is 

a junction between the old museum and the new museum, the Neo-Classical 

architecture style and the Modern, Steel and Glass style, the architecture of the Glass 

Passage and the art of the swaying chandelier. This results in the work of the old and 

new architects and the artist being felt simultaneously, by nature of proximity.  

Ballantyne’s mechanism of authorship contestations can be seen like a process 

of superimposing, while the passageway’s mechanism of authorship contestations is a 



process of placing differing authors’ products adjacent to one another. All at once, 

one sees both old and new, historical and contemporary, art and architecture, being 

contested at the same spot. Such a contested space is conducive for contemplation and 

discussion and functions like a Forum, “a place not of study but of provocation and 

debate” [18]. 

Conclusion 

Authorship is contested in the passageway. It is contested through the role of the 

unseen authors or ‘spirit of the place’ in directing various authors in their work, 

through changing functions and focuses of the museum and through the physical 

juxtaposition of contrasting elements in the passageway. These three factors magnify 

the contestations experience in the passageway.  
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