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Abstract

The ‘UnLibrary’ was a social experiment by the Naal Library Board (NLB), Singapore,
to prototype a participatory ‘library within a ldmy’. Envisioned by an iconic theatrical
personality, shaped by a team of volunteers, aot/est by library users through interactive
exhibits and programmes which function as ‘conwersa’ between the library and its
community, this ‘library takeover’ project went lwed the manipulation of the ‘UnLibrary’
space, as it also involves the manipulation of ywee’s ideas and feedback into user theatre
improvisations which were performed during the ‘Wriary Weekend'. In all, the UnLibrary
installations received a total of 26,742 visitaxah 1 Apr to 18 May 2009.

Introduction: The UnLibrary Manifesto

Project UnLibrary started off as one of the sevé&gakrrilla’ projects within the National
Library Board’'s (NLB) Programmes & Exhibitions dswon in late 2008. It drew inspiration
from ‘cool’ libraries and activities which competddr the leisure time of Singaporeans,
based on reports on consumer behaviour in Singag®meell as experiences drawn from
organising events at NLB'’s network of over 20 lilea.

An UnLibrary manifesto was proposed: tkabversionof physical or virtual spaces to
become library space, either by:

appropriating the ‘white space’ by invading spacgsannels and time zones outside
library system; or

adopting a ‘chameleon’ strategy to adapt rapidlghanges in lifestyle trends, hotspots,
usage patterns, using of modular forms & flexilgaces; or

making users perceive the library as a useful plaeen if they do not make it a point to
come in to read at all.

Based on an environmental scan of interesting elesrfpom around the world, the project
team then proposed four manifestations of an ‘Urdmyd based on the subversion of:

space & timethrough the creation of modular libraries whicm cadapt to diverse
environments and operational parameters

the sensedy offering alternative library experiences, sushaa outdoor library (which
is hardly the norm in Singapore) or which do nojuiee the sense of sight

collections by offering patrons non-traditional resources,hsas allowing patrons to
borrow people

Page 1



purposesby redefining the core business of the library,hsas making the library a
supermarket, a hotel, a playground or a night spot.

UnLibrary applied to programmes & exhibitions

Approval was subsequently given to prototype thelLibhary concept, but within the
confines of a public library. This posed an intérgschallenge to the project team as its core
business was not in interior design nor architectoor library management, but in the
organisation of programmes and exhibitions.

The concept was recast d&oject UnLibrary, a social experiment to prototype a
participatory ‘library within a library’. This wodl involve a group of outsiders who were
non-librarians, who would ‘take over’ a space withi public library, and redesign it towards
an end-goal in mind.

Project UnLibrarywas planned as a series of design workshops édegsionals. The design
process was meant to be participatory and evolatioim nature, and would begin with the
an artistic director of good standing (dubbed ke itonic Personality’) being invited by the
National Library board to envision the overall ceptof the ‘UnLibrary’ space and lead a
team of volunteer designers who would draw insprst through a deconstruction of the
Personality: his/her life, career, works, inspwas, dreams, roads not taken and so on.

The team then conceptualise an interactive showwdke the library space and an external
vendor would then be engaged to construct or sehefinal’ design deemed acceptable to
NLB. The UnLibrary space would then be open to plublic for a period of time and
members of the public will be invited to visit, eetlsh, reconfigure, and evaluate the
UnLibrary. At the end of the Project, the icorRersonality and the volunteers would
attempt to make sense of the UnLibrary’s evolutigrend-state, and to determine if the
final output is viable as an end-product or thetstha new cycle.

The UnLibrary design process is summarised indt@agram below.
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The test bed for this prototype was tlitwary@esplanadea public library in Singapore
which specialises in the performing arts (theatresic, dance & film).

The library@esplanade

The library@esplanade Singapore’s first performing arts library, wagi@élly opened on

12 September 2002. A one-stop resource libraryhferperforming arts spanning an area of
2,300 square metres, therary@esplanadelso offers information and services in the areas
of music, dance, theatre and film. The library'sdtion on the third level dfFhe Esplanade,
Theatres on the Bag unique within Singapore, and makes it one effdw libraries in the
world to be co-located within a performing arts qdex.

The iconic Personality

Due to the choice of thérary@esplanadeas the test bed for Project UnLibrary, Alvin Tan,
an award-winning artistic director dthe Necessary Stageas invited to helm the Project
UnLibrary as the featured Personality.

in:

Alvin Tan is the award-winning founder and artisicector ofThe Necessary StagéNS),
one of Singapore’s most prominent and respecteatrineompanies, and had directed more
than 40 plays which have been staged in Singapdadaysia, Korea, India, Australia, the
United Kingdom, Hungary, Romania and Egypt.
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The Creative Volunteers

Working closely with the Personality was a crossegtlinary team of volunteers who would
see the project from conceptualisation to fruitidntargeted call for participation sent to
major art schools, online arts communities andlecien NLB’s contacts database, as we
were looking for volunteers with specific skill sesuch as architects, designers, exhibition
managers.

While the initial plan called for a group size eb4volunteers, a total of 10 applicants were
eventually selected from a pool of 27 applicanssagrovision against attrition of numbers.
Apart from the usual criteria such as skill and eadional attainment, applicants were also
screened for their motivation in joining this prcgjetheir ability to commit time and effort,
and how they would approach an abstract idea ofUaihibrary’. Here are some of the
responses to the latter question:

"UnLibrary, as in ‘You and Library’ [link to relatnship between community and
library]; a place for me to share knowledge with younger ones, part of family bonding
or its a place for me to hang out with friends hesm there are live performances
around.”

“UnLibrary, despite its negative prefix, still takeeference from ‘library’. To me, it's
something to challenge the current perception amtibns of what a library is made up of
and what it should be. It's a whole new experietizg should be discomforting yet
pleasantly fresh to one who is familiar with theditional library. It should push

boundaries and raise questions on what a library is

“I think of an opportunity to unpack the meaning lidraries, to ask ourselves if the
function of a library has evolved with society’seds and demands. An opportunity to
dream. An opportunity to redefine a convention.”

“| see ‘UnLibrary’ as more a verb than a noun. Mulike to “Unravel” is to take apart
and discover the parts which make up a whole; talidrary’ would be to logically
deconstruct what makes a library into its comporpants.”

“UnLibrary makes me think of an organic, alive, igp3t—limitless in its direction and size.
Anyone can contribute to the information body. (uece of information can link to
others and cause metamorphosis of other ideas, ngakinLibrary a place of idea
symbiosis, where new ideas are cultivated.”

The 10 volunteers (6 males & 4 females) were batvilee ages of 21 to 40 years, and all but

one were Singaporeans (the sole foreigner was &@grbi In terms of professional
background, there were 4 architects, 5 desigaasa psychology major.
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The Workshops

The volunteers initially went through a series iwefworkshops (11 February — 11 March
2009) with the theatrical Personality and thesed hah week nights (7pm to 10pm).
However, as the project progressed, this was egteihg another 4 sessions (19 March — 6
April 2009) as the volunteers needed more timeetgetbp their ideas.

The volunteers were given to either work on theesggh of the physical space (the
‘hardware’), which included the design of instabas and interactive showcases, or the
development of the ‘software’. The next few sawsiovould describe these in greater detail.

The UnLibrary Hardware

Four of the ten volunteers opted to work on theaifegion, and this team comprised three
architects and a product designer. They were gihen following job specification: the
installation should feature interactive elements altow visitors to contribute to the
UnLibrary.

While the initial thought was to develop a desigdaspace within thiébrary@esplanade

i.e. the central exhibition space which facing émrance of the library — the hardware team
made a conscious decision to push the envelop aodoge a design concept which
permeated throughout the entire library.

Conceptually, the installations drew inspiratiooni Theatre, and were designed to
encourage patrons to question accepted convengibost a library space (e.ghat if the
library is a stage? as well as to allow them to evolve the UnLibraryarious ways. The
various forms of installation are described below.
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(a) The Centre Stage

Placed right after the entrance, these specialigtcocted benches could be joined together
to form a little stage shaped like a quotation makhen separated, the benches contained
books which have influenced Alvin Tan or which haween recommended by him, and
readers can leave their comments in the yellow-pe#tserted in these books.

(B8) THE BIG BOOKS

FULL-HT BOX FOR SANDBAGS
-POSTER IMAGE N FRONT
-FUBLIC CAMN DOOOCLE ON T,

A00[W] X Z400(H)

CARDBOARD 'BOOKMARE
HIMNGED AMD SWING OUT FOdeg.
-PUBLIC WILL HAMDWRITE COMMENTS

PLYWOOD "COVER'

HINGED & SWING OUT #0deg.
MAGHETIC FASTENED TO BOX
=FROMT WILL HAVE POSTER IMAGE.
-REAR WILL HAVE SOME PRIMTED TEXT

SLEEVE OR EQUIVALENT
T HOLD MARKER PENS
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These are three separate panels at the end oesleataining excerpts of 3 seminal plays
directed by Alvin Tan:

Off Centre— which deals with mental illness and the plightantal patients.

Gemuk Girls(‘fgemuk’ means ‘fat’ in the Malay language) — whifocused on politics
and family politics.

Past Caring— which focused on adoption and displacement.
White boards within each Big Book and erasable erarkere provided for library patrons to
leave their comments about the social issues raigeach of the 3 plays.

(c) The Alternative Furniture Cluster
- :

An astroturf and various chairs and benches (whigre props borrowed from The
Necessary Stage through our guest Personality)ngegrated with the original tables and
seats in the main reading area of liheary@esplanaddo create a virtual ‘outdoor’ space
within the library. They break the uniformity andnotony of the reading space and change
the perception of the kind of furniture that shob&linside the library. Curiously, the library
patrons took to the non-library chairs like fishaater.
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(d) The parasitic shelves

PRRASITIC MOQULAR BOXES

Sarmecerntnation s of 1,2 0 J ok maduied

T L

P B T e

r

These shelves latched onto library shelves, ané designed to disrupt the regimental order
of books. It could also be seen as a 'guerritb@aty within a library, with their own space
for their own contents.
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(e) The Personal Showcase

These glass cases acted as a mini-showcase ohehg&ital Personality and consisted of
items that are significant milestones in his joyr@s a theatre director, from the earliest
beginnings of TNS to recent years. The items @pldy in these glass cases are on loan
from The Necessary Stage.

(f) The Cuboids

These 30 cubes were furniture distilled down tartharest essence. The wooden boxes were
designed to be light enough for patrons to moveratdhe library, but were strong enough to
function as chairs, tables or places for patronsutotheir belongings, depending on how the
patrons utilised them.

Page 9



(g) The Quote Trees

A
Ign #“H I ﬁ,i [!J‘[ﬁ |

y

This deceptively simple design probably went thtodlge most iterations on the drawing
board. The initial concept was meant to be susgeficom the ceiling and was code-named
‘The Cloud’, but building management issues leditsoevolution into a self-supporting
design renamed as ‘The Quote Trees’ as each breselmitially populated with Alvin Tan’s
favourite literary quotations, or from figures whave let a deep impression on him, such as
this one from his mother:

“You have only one life, make sure you have alatb tnakes you happy.”
, or this one from his mentor, the late Singapomagwright Kuo Pao Kun (1939-2002):
“A worthy failure is better than a mediocre success

Library patrons were invited to write their own éawite quotations or leave their comments
on this Quote Tree for all to see. In terms ofilig responses from the public, this was by
far the most successful of the UnLibrary instatiag.

One could take a look and be amazed by the myfiskdooights that went on in our patrons'
minds and the different points of view. Apart frditerary, biblical or political quotes, there
were declarations of love, sketches and drawingbBprgations, cheers and jeers and the
occasional expletives. In some cases, the patroesponses resembled those of a
confessional nature found iRostSecret(http://postsecret.blogspot.com/). Apart from in
English, we had responses in Chinese, Korean, Liatench, Italian, and Polish.

A sample of responses received via the 3 QuotesTree
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» we have nothing to fear except fear itself — Rbosevelt

* you are what you think you are

» my karma knocked down your dogma

* it's better to have loved & lost than never toenboved at all

* the more you use your mind, the more the mindacses

« if you fail to plan, you plan to fail

* with great power comes great responsibility

* life is misery. happiness is subjective

» the saddest thing in life... wasted talent

* those who say it cannot be done should not gettarway of those doing it

* if music be the food of love, play on

* cogito ergo sum (I think, therefore | am) - Detes

* our true value is the accumulation of the nunmdddootprints we leave behind
* the road to success is not taking shortcuts Hohg long journey that allows learning to
take place

We received hundreds of responses betwebatil to 18" May 2009. These responses
would eventually provide ammunition for certainpasts of the UnLibrary ‘software’.

The UnLibrary ‘Software’
The softer aspects of the UnLibrary fell under tvategories:

(a) thereflectiveelements which were intended to challenge perceptadbout libraries, and
these included:

0] ‘Read / Don’'t Read’

The two slots of the 24-hour bookdrop located algtshelibrary@esplanade
were labelled with these UnLibrary signages:

Left slot: “Return here if you LIKE it”
Right slot:“Return here if you DON'T LIKE it”

The intent was to get patrons to make a first ategut making decisions about
what they are reading, to feel about what theyr@ading and to communicate
it through action. Nothing special actually happéetind the scenes, due to
operational constraints.
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(ii)

(iii)

About 150 books titles recommended by the guessdpatity (Alvin Tan)
were inserted with a specially stamped post-itite patrons to write their
thoughts about those books (hence, ‘ThoughtFullkB)o The idea was let
each book circulate with more and more post-itsedil with readers’

annotations over a period of time.

UnLibrary recordings

This concept involved subverting the public ann@ament (PA) system
within the library@esplanade to bring to the mimdspatrons, material for
thought, under the guise of as public service ancements.

For instance, one of the announcements was abautedabooks, which
actually brought up the idea of censorship:

“Dear Readers,

Did you know that many books and plays have beamdal at some point
around the world? Lewis Carroll's "Alice in Wondanld" was banned for its
talking animals that was perceived to elevate amgnta the status of human
nobility. Some school systems banned the HarryePestries claiming that it
promotes witchcraft, and others ban C.S. Lewislse"Lion, the Witch, and
the Wardrobe" for being too bloody and violent. Evélamlet” and "King

Lear," great works of Shakespeare have been baanede time or another.

To know more about banned books, do approach aaff st e-mail to
ask@nlb.gov.sf

A total of 10 unique recordings were done, coveritogpics such as
Shakespeare, Singapore history and literaturearijbirivia, etc. These were
aired periodically over the public announcement tesys within the
library@esplanaddéor about a month.
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(b) the performativeelements which culminated in the ‘UnLibrary Weekead 25" and
26" April 2009, and these included:

0] ‘Borrow Alvin’ sessions

/= The new library fad: borrow a person - Times Online - Windows Internet Explorer

@.---/‘. - IT http:ffwomen. imesonline. co.uk ftol flife_and_style fwomen/the_way_we_live/artide3790377.ece j

Edel‘\clo.usv TAG Flle Edit View Favorites Tools Help

o T The new library fad: borrow a persen - Times Online | |

From The Times

April22, 2008

The new library fad: borrow a person

A newlibrary allows readers to borrow people for a 3o-minute chat. Here's the
experience of one man who offered himself as a hurnan book

TIMES RECOMMENDS

* The maddest hotel in Dubai
¥ Madonna and Guy Ritchie:

the truth
* sill sharing a property with
yourex?

TOPFIVEFEATURES

» What happens when your
parinergets too comfortable?

» Whenmen friends break up

* | had sex with my brotherbut|
don't feel guilty

» Top 25 skincare products

* Carla Bruniand theartof
shameless self-promation

David Baker

It was like the school disco all over again. As some unexpected
spring sunshine brightened up the Finchley Road last Sunday
lunchtime, 15 of us were waiting nervously in a roomin Swiss
Cottage's sleek new leisure centre to be borrowed as “books” in
the UK's first ever Living Library.

The idea, which comes from Scandinavia, is simple: instead of i STYLEMAGAZINE

This was inspired by concept of the “Livingﬁﬁrariyl Scandinavia & UK
(see: http://living-library.org/ ). Instead lendimmut books, these libraries
allowed patrons to “borrow a person” for 30 minutes

Volunteer actors working on the UnLibrary Weekeretfprmances could
‘borrow’ the theatre Personality (Alvin Tan) to pehem conceptualise and
direct their improvisations. This provided the cbanfor amateur actors
interested in performing at the UnLibrary Weekendseek advice from a
theatre veteran such as Alvin Tan. A total of 4fes (4 professionals,17
students pursuing Theatre Studies & Drama at GCE léAel, and 19
amateurs from all walks of life) borrowed Alvin Téor a total of 26.5 man-
hours over a total of 11 sessions.
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(i) UnLibrary Weekend: theatre improvisations &thvisible theatre

The UnLibrary Weekend (85& 26™ April 2009) was the culmination of the
suite of Project UnLibrary activities which commedcon 11 Feb 2009.
While the UnLibrary installation was conceptualisegl Alvin Tan and his
team of volunteers, the Weekend was a parallel aamitynproject which saw
volunteer involvement from over 40 individuals wivere uninvolved in the
project proper. These included theatre studiesandr students from a junior
college, volunteer actors from all walks of lifeh€ oldest performer being a
67-year old lady) as well as a handful of profesai@actors who offered their
time on apro bono basis. The performers had benefited from Project
UnLibrary's ‘Borrow Alvin’ concept and had conceglised and rehearsed for
the UnLibrary Weekend.

e ===z =y

The junior college students performed various Iaysnologues and
duologues which they have prepared for their Adl@yeatre Studies &
Drama examinations.

The other actors performed:

R Y ] : i
(1) ‘invisible theatre’ skits in the midst of ungesting library patrons - even
though they would had seen the signage outsidélitey or have heard the
special announcements by Alvin Tan. For instaacepld lady attempting to
panhandle patrons; a man reading adult materighén library; costumed
characters sleeping all over the library.
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(2) various theatre improvisations on stage, twowdfich were directly
influenced by quotations and comments penned byokgsby way of the 3
Quote Trees. The UnLibrary Weekend concluded Withn Tan and the core
team of volunteers sharing their experiences ofeBrtnLibrary.

Results

The UnLibrary installation at théorary@esplanadevas opened to the public fror to 3d"
April 2009, and the closing date was eventuallyeegted to 18 May 2009. It attracted
about 27,00 visitors between™ 1April and 18" May 2009. TheUnLibrary Weekend
performances attracted a total 350 participants.

Pen [qs

perpustakaan f

In terms of media coverage, the UnLibrary and Urdip Weekend was mentioned in 3
different English, Chinese and Malay newspapersimes on national radio (in the four
official languages: English, Chinese, Malay & T@ménd in a Chinese television
programme.
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Lessons Learnt

Project UnLibrary started off as a relatively opmded experiment. We had a framework, a
standard operating procedure for conducting cridatiworkshops, and a few years of
experience conducting such workshops within lilesuas well as for corporate clients. That
said, applying the UnLibrary concept to library grammes was a whole new experience
compared to those we had conducted in the pastidletok at the negative lessons first.

Good design takes time

As | had mentioned earlier, the initial frameworidhfive weeknight sessions, which was
really more than our previous one. However, aspitogect progressed, it became apparent
that the volunteers needed more time to get to keaeh other better and to develop their
ideas more completely. This led to an additionakdsions which delayed the launch of the
installation. Had we anticipated this earlier, waild have avoided the unnecessary stress
and some of the half-baked ideas.

Manpower attrition

As the project progressed, some volunteers stafemping sessions before dropping out

entirely. We later found that this was due to wooknmitments or new jobs. Fortunately, we

had sufficient volunteers left to implement theiges and the guest Personality was able to
recruit additional volunteers to perform at theLibrary Weekend

Operational considerations

At times, there was creative friction between tl&umteers and the librarians. For instance,
certain installation designs were great on papet,viere difficult to implement without
impeding library operations, e.g. the original despf the Big Books blocked the Dewey
Decimal Classification signages on the shelvesaddition, some of the scripts for the
UnLibrary Weekend were a little edgy and tried tsip the envelop of what could be safely
performed within library premises. Future runs object UnLibrary should provided clearer
guidelines for performances (e.g. no politics, raex or religion) and clearer design criteria
for installations.

Design process

Recruiting 10 volunteer designers was the easygbdine game. The tricky part was to get
everyone to set aside their creative egos and teavkrds a common design based on
consensus. During our interviews with the volurgesrthe project close out session, it was
suggested that NLB should perhaps consider a catimpeb pick the best designs, or a
showcase of each designer’s ideas and talents.

And now, for the positive lessons.

Leverage on partners’ communities & networks

When we launched the call for participants in Jan09, we relied mainly on NLB'’s
official channels, which includes the websites, tla¢abase of contacts and posters, all of
which were too broad based as we were looking #tiggpants with design skills. Once on
board, the guest Personality was able to help idigwe the UnLibrary through his own
network of contacts, such as the local arts comtp@groups totalling over 5,000 members.
Likewise, the volunteers’ Facebook list of friendere more extensive than mine, when we
extended invitations to the UnLibrary Weekend.
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Harness the community in participatory design

While the eventual design was not as flexible ashad envisioned it to be, the various
installations allowed for inputs and feedback freisitors. While the UnLibrary ‘hardware’
was relatively unchanging, it provided ideas foe ttlevelopment of the ‘software’. For
instance, the guest Personality used the visitagburite quotations, confessions, love
letters, etc. during the ‘Borrow Alvin’ sessiored required the 40 volunteer actors to work
them into the theatre improvisations. Imagine tleégtt or shock when a member of the
audience realised that his confession made itsimtayone of the skits during thénLibrary
Weekend

Plan for an afterlife

The volunteers conceived modular designs for theilitary installation, in response to the
project specifications. This was supposed to alligitors to reconfigure parts of the
installation to evolve the UnLibrary, though theboids were the only pieces of the
installation that were actually moved around. Thaid, the flexible design enabled the
installation to be converted into a mobile exhdnti As of this moment, most of the
UnLibrary installation have been transplanted tother public library, and it will travel to at

least two more public libraries in 2009.

Give rebels a cause

Most of the volunteer actors recruited by Alvin Talneady had some interest in acting,
though most of them had no avenue to publicly perfm front of an audience. The success
of the UnLibrary Weekendand thecamaraderiegained during the rehearsals (or ‘Borrow
Alvin’ sessions) eventually led to the formation af unofficial UnLibrary Theatre group.
Members would rehearse at the black box of Alvim'Saffice at The Necessary Stage, and
as of today, they are conceptualising new ideastidg scripts and rehearsing for the next
performance at a public library. This is essentiathovement programming’ in action: an
NLB programme which leads to reciprocal programnfesm its benefactors cum
beneficiaries.
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Let me end this presentation with feedback of giessonality, Alvin Tan, at the conclusion
of Project UnLibrary:

“All in all, it was a blast. An invaluable expenee of combining community goals with

professional talents to serve a larger purposesitcerely hope UnLibrary or such projects

carry on. It is meaningful and over time, libek it will develop an effective capacity that
can promote social cohesion and interconnect@ongst different communities. | can see
the potential.

... It was innovative, and more importantly, it wasa spirit that contested the fear of
failure. Those who stayed on the project canliele, attest to what I'm articulating. Itis
no surprise that those involved in UnLibrary Theatire exploring a continuity of the
experience. And all thanks to UnLibrary makingtthappen. Early days still but let's see
how it pans out.”

Thank you.

Damien Wang is a Librarian and the Project ManagmrProject UnLibrary. He

has been with the National Library Board (NLB), g&pore, for 9 years and was

a public librarian for 3 years prior to joining th®rogrammes & Exhibitions

Division. In the last 6 years, Damien had createdrhing experiences and tools
for NLB’s Aspiration Pathfinder programme and Askdd Questions innovation workshop.
He is currently involved in NLB’s Economic Survivprogramme which aims to help
Singaporeans to survive the current economic ¢risisd spearheads the Ask Stupid
Questions Movement to inculcate the habit of askngstions amongst students, as well as
the use of Alternate Reality Games (ARG) to proniitB’s programmes and resources.
Damien holds a BSc (Economics) from the University.ondon and graduated from the
Nanyang Technology University, Singapore, with a&M3Snformation Studies.
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