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Abstract 
The ‘UnLibrary’ was a social experiment by the National Library Board (NLB), Singapore, 
to prototype a participatory ‘library within a library’. Envisioned by an iconic theatrical 
personality, shaped by a team of volunteers, and evolved by library users through interactive 
exhibits and programmes which function as ‘conversations’ between the library and its 
community, this ‘library takeover’ project went beyond the manipulation of the ‘UnLibrary’ 
space, as it also involves the manipulation of everyone’s ideas and feedback into user theatre 
improvisations which were performed during the ‘UnLibrary Weekend’. In all, the UnLibrary 
installations received a total of 26,742 visitors from 1 Apr to 18 May 2009.  
 
 
Introduction: The UnLibrary Manifesto 
 
Project UnLibrary started off as one of the several ‘guerrilla’ projects within the National 
Library Board’s (NLB) Programmes & Exhibitions division in late 2008. It drew inspiration 
from ‘cool’ libraries and activities which competed for the leisure time of Singaporeans, 
based on reports on consumer behaviour in Singapore as well as experiences drawn from 
organising events at NLB’s network of over 20 libraries.  
 
An UnLibrary manifesto was proposed: the subversion of physical or virtual spaces to 
become library space, either by: 
 
· appropriating the ‘white space’ by invading spaces, channels and time zones outside 

library  system; or 
 
· adopting a ‘chameleon’ strategy to adapt rapidly to changes in lifestyle trends, hotspots, 

usage patterns, using of modular forms & flexible spaces; or 
 
· making users perceive the library as a useful place, even if they do not make it a point to 

come in to read at all. 
 
Based on an environmental scan of interesting examples from around the world,  the project 
team then proposed four manifestations of an ‘UnLibrary’ based on the subversion of: 
 
· space & time through the creation of modular libraries which can adapt to diverse 

environments and operational parameters 
 
· the senses by offering alternative library experiences, such as an outdoor library (which 

is hardly the norm in Singapore) or which do not require the sense of sight 
 
· collections by offering patrons non-traditional resources, such as allowing patrons to 

borrow people 



 

Page 2 

 
· purposes by redefining the core business of the library, such as making the library a 

supermarket, a hotel, a playground or a night spot. 
 
 
UnLibrary applied to programmes & exhibitions 
 
Approval was subsequently given to prototype the UnLibrary concept, but within the 
confines of a public library. This posed an interesting challenge to the project team as its core 
business was not in interior design nor architecture nor library management, but in the 
organisation of programmes and exhibitions.  
 
The concept was recast as Project UnLibrary, a social experiment to prototype a 
participatory ‘library within a library’. This would involve a group of outsiders who were 
non-librarians, who would ‘take over’ a space within a public library, and redesign it towards 
an end-goal in mind.  
 
Project UnLibrary was planned as a series of design workshops for professionals. The design 
process was meant to be participatory and evolutionary in nature, and would begin with the 
an artistic director of good standing (dubbed as ‘the iconic Personality’) being invited by the 
National Library board to envision the overall concept of the ‘UnLibrary’ space and lead a 
team of volunteer designers who would draw inspirations through a deconstruction of the 
Personality: his/her life, career, works, inspirations, dreams, roads not taken and so on.   
 
The team then conceptualise an interactive showcase within the library space and an external 
vendor would then be engaged to construct or set up the ‘final’ design deemed acceptable to 
NLB.  The UnLibrary space would then be open to the public for a period of time and 
members of the public will be invited to visit, embellish, reconfigure, and evaluate the 
UnLibrary.   At the end of the Project, the iconic Personality and the volunteers would 
attempt to make sense of the UnLibrary’s evolutionary end-state, and  to determine if the 
final output is viable as an end-product or the start of a new cycle.  
 
The UnLibrary design process is summarised in this diagram below. 
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The test bed for this prototype was the library@esplanade, a public library in Singapore 
which specialises in the performing arts (theatre, music, dance & film).  
 
 
The library@esplanade 
 

 
 
The library@esplanade, Singapore’s first performing arts library, was officially opened on 
12 September 2002.  A one-stop resource library for the performing arts spanning an area of 
2,300 square metres, the library@esplanade also offers information and services in the areas 
of music, dance, theatre and film. The library’s location on the third level of The Esplanade, 
Theatres on the Bay is unique within Singapore, and makes it one of the few libraries in the 
world to be co-located within a performing arts complex.  
 
 
The iconic Personality 
Due to the choice of the library@esplanade as the test bed for Project UnLibrary, Alvin Tan, 
an award-winning artistic director of The Necessary Stage, was invited to helm the Project 
UnLibrary as the featured Personality.   
 

 
 
Alvin Tan is the award-winning founder and artistic director of The Necessary Stage (TNS), 
one of Singapore’s most prominent and respected theatre companies, and had directed more 
than 40 plays which have been staged in Singapore, Malaysia, Korea, India, Australia, the 
United Kingdom, Hungary, Romania and Egypt.  
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The Creative Volunteers 
 
Working closely with the Personality was a cross-disciplinary team of volunteers who would 
see the project from conceptualisation to fruition. A targeted call for participation sent to 
major art schools, online arts communities and a selection  NLB’s contacts database, as we 
were looking for volunteers with specific skill sets, such as architects, designers, exhibition 
managers. 
 
While the initial plan called for a group size of 4-6 volunteers, a total of 10 applicants were 
eventually selected from a pool of 27 applicants, as a provision against attrition of numbers. 
Apart from the usual criteria such as skill and educational attainment, applicants were also 
screened for their motivation in joining this project, their ability to commit time and effort, 
and how they would approach an abstract idea of an ‘UnLibrary’. Here are some of the 
responses to the latter question: 
 
· "UnLibrary, as in ‘You and Library’ [link to relationship between community and 

library]; a place for me to share knowledge with my younger ones, part of family bonding 
or its a place for me to hang out with friends because there are live performances 
around.” 

 
· “UnLibrary, despite its negative prefix, still takes reference from ‘library’. To me, it's 

something to challenge the current perception and notions of what a library is made up of 
and what it should be. It's a whole new experience that should be discomforting yet 
pleasantly fresh to one who is familiar with the traditional library. It should push 
boundaries and raise questions on what a library is.” 

 
· “I think of an opportunity to unpack the meaning of libraries, to ask ourselves if the 

function of a library has evolved with society’s needs and demands. An opportunity to 
dream. An opportunity to redefine a convention.” 

 
· “I see ‘UnLibrary’ as more a verb than a noun.  Much like to “Unravel” is to take apart 

and discover the parts which make up a whole; to ‘UnLibrary’ would be to logically 
deconstruct what makes a library into its component parts.” 

 
· “UnLibrary makes me think of an organic, alive, entity—limitless in its direction and size. 

Anyone can contribute to the information body. One piece of information can link to 
others and cause metamorphosis of other ideas, making UnLibrary a place of idea 
symbiosis, where new ideas are cultivated.” 

 
The 10 volunteers (6 males & 4 females) were between the ages of 21 to 40 years, and all but 
one were Singaporeans (the sole foreigner was Serbian).  In terms of professional 
background, there were  4 architects, 5 designers, and a psychology major.  
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The Workshops 
 
The volunteers initially went through a series of five workshops (11 February – 11 March 
2009) with the theatrical Personality and these held on week nights (7pm to 10pm).  
However, as the project progressed, this was extended by another 4 sessions (19 March – 6 
April 2009) as the volunteers needed more time to develop their ideas. 
 

 
 
The volunteers were given to either work on the redesign of the physical space (the 
‘hardware’), which included the design of installations and interactive showcases,  or the 
development of the ‘software’.  The next few sections would describe these in greater detail. 
 
 
The UnLibrary Hardware 
 
Four of the ten volunteers opted to work on the installation, and this team comprised three 
architects and a product designer. They were given the following job specification: the 
installation should feature interactive elements to allow visitors to contribute to the 
UnLibrary.  
 
While the initial thought was to develop a designated space within the library@esplanade - 
i.e. the central exhibition space which facing the entrance of the library – the hardware team 
made a conscious decision to push the envelop and propose a design concept which 
permeated throughout the entire library.  
 
Conceptually, the installations drew  inspiration from Theatre, and were designed to  
encourage patrons to question accepted conventions about a library space (e.g. what if the 
library is a stage?) as well as to allow them to evolve the UnLibrary in various ways. The 
various forms of installation are described below. 
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(a) The Centre Stage 
 

 
 

 
 
Placed right after the entrance, these specially constructed benches could be joined together 
to form a little stage shaped like a quotation mark. When separated, the benches contained 
books which have influenced Alvin Tan or which have been recommended by him, and 
readers can leave their comments in the yellow post-its inserted in these books. 
 
 
(B) THE BIG BOOKS 
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These are three separate panels at the end of shelves containing excerpts of 3 seminal plays 
directed by Alvin Tan:  
· Off Centre – which deals with mental illness and the plight of mental patients. 
· Gemuk Girls (‘gemuk’ means ‘fat’ in the Malay language)  – which focused on politics 

and family politics. 
· Past Caring – which focused on adoption and displacement. 
 
White boards within each Big Book and erasable markers were provided for library patrons to 
leave their comments about the social issues raised by each of the 3 plays.  
 
 
(C) The Alternative Furniture Cluster  

 
An astroturf and various chairs and benches (which were props borrowed from The 
Necessary Stage through our guest Personality) are integrated with the original tables and 
seats in the main reading area of the library@esplanade to create a virtual ‘outdoor’ space 
within the library. They break the uniformity and monotony of the reading space and change 
the perception of the kind of furniture that should be inside the library. Curiously, the library 
patrons took to the non-library chairs like fish to water.  
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(d) The parasitic shelves 
 

 
 

   
 
These shelves latched onto library shelves, and were designed to disrupt the regimental order 
of books.  It could also be seen as a 'guerrilla' library 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 of the theatrical Personality and consisted of 
items that are significant milestones in his journey as a theatre director, from the earliest 
beginnings of TNS to recent years.  The items on display in these glass cases are on loan 
from The Necessary Stage. 
 
 
(f) The Cuboids 

 
 
These 30 cubes were furniture distilled down to their barest essence. The wooden boxes were 
designed to be light enough for patrons to move around the library, but were strong enough to 
function as chairs, tables or places for patrons to put their belongings, depending on how the 
patrons utilised them. 
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(g) The Quote Trees 

 
 

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

“You have only one life, make sure you have a job that makes you happy.” 
 
, or this one from his mentor, the late Singaporean playwright Kuo Pao Kun (1939-2002): 
 

“A worthy failure is better than a mediocre success”  
 
Library patrons were invited to write their own favourite quotations or leave their comments 
on this Quote Tree for all to see. In terms of eliciting responses from the public, this was by 
far the most successful of the UnLibrary installations. 
 
One could take a look and be amazed by the myriad of thoughts that went on in our patrons' 
minds and the different points of view. Apart from literary, biblical or political quotes, there 
were declarations of love, sketches and drawings, exhortations, cheers and jeers and the 
occasional expletives.  In some cases, the patrons’ responses resembled those of a 
confessional nature found in PostSecret (http://postsecret.blogspot.com/). Apart from in 
English, we had responses in Chinese, Korean, Latin, French, Italian, and Polish.  
A sample of responses received via the 3 Quote Trees: 
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• we have nothing to fear except fear itself – F.D. Roosevelt 
• you are what you think you are 
• my karma knocked down your dogma 
• it's better to have loved & lost than never to have loved at all 
• the more you use your mind, the more the mind exercises 
• 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 get in the way of those doing it 
• if music be the food of love, play on 
• cogito ergo sum (I think, therefore I am) - Descartes 
• our true value is the accumulation of the number of footprints we leave behind 
• the road to success is not taking shortcuts but a long long journey that allows learning to 
take place 

 
We received hundreds of responses between 1st April to 18th May 2009. These responses 
would eventually provide ammunition for certain  aspects of the UnLibrary ‘software’. 
 
 
 
The UnLibrary ‘Software’ 
 
The softer aspects of the UnLibrary fell under two categories: 
 
(a) the reflective elements which were intended to challenge perceptions about libraries, and 
these included:  
 

(i) ‘Read / Don’t Read’ 

 
The two slots of the 24-hour bookdrop located outside the library@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 step about making decisions about 
what they are reading, to feel about what they are reading and to communicate 
it through action. Nothing special actually happens behind the scenes, due to 
operational constraints. 
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(ii) ‘ThoughtFull’ Books 

 
About 150 books titles recommended by the guest Personality (Alvin Tan) 
were inserted with a specially stamped post-its to invite patrons to write their 
thoughts about those books (hence, ‘ThoughtFull Books’). The idea was let 
each book circulate with more and more post-its filled with readers’ 
annotations over a period of time.  

  
(iii) UnLibrary recordings 

This concept involved subverting the public announcement (PA) system 
within the library@esplanade to bring to the minds of patrons, material for 
thought, under the guise of as public service announcements.  
 
For instance, one of the announcements was about banned books, which 
actually brought up the idea of censorship: 
 
“Dear Readers, 
 
 Did you know that many books and plays have been banned at some point 
around the world? Lewis Carroll's "Alice in Wonderland" was banned for its 
talking animals that was perceived to elevate animals to the status of human 
nobility. Some school systems banned the Harry Potter series claiming that it 
promotes witchcraft, and others ban C.S. Lewis's "The Lion, the Witch, and 
the Wardrobe" for being too bloody and violent. Even "Hamlet" and "King 
Lear," great works of Shakespeare have been banned at one time or another.  
 
To know more about banned books, do approach our staff or e-mail to 
ask@nlb.gov.sg.” 
 
A total of 10 unique recordings were done, covering topics such as 
Shakespeare, Singapore history and literature, library trivia, etc. These were 
aired periodically over the public announcement system within the 
library@esplanade for about a month.  
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(b) the  performative elements which culminated in the ‘UnLibrary Weekend’ on 25th and 
26th April 2009, and these included:  
 

(i) ‘Borrow Alvin’ sessions 
 

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

 

 
Volunteer actors working on the UnLibrary Weekend performances could 
‘borrow’ the theatre Personality (Alvin Tan) to help them conceptualise and 
direct their improvisations. This provided the chance for amateur actors 
interested in performing at the UnLibrary Weekend to seek advice from a 
theatre veteran such as Alvin Tan.  A total of 40 actors (4 professionals,17 
students pursuing Theatre Studies & Drama at GCE ‘A’ level, and 19 
amateurs from all walks of life) borrowed Alvin Tan for a total of 26.5 man-
hours over a total of 11 sessions. 
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(ii) UnLibrary Weekend: theatre improvisations & the invisible theatre 

 
The UnLibrary Weekend (25th & 26th April 2009) was the culmination of the 
suite of Project UnLibrary activities which commenced on 11th Feb 2009. 
While the UnLibrary installation was conceptualised by Alvin Tan and his 
team of volunteers, the Weekend was a parallel community project which saw 
volunteer involvement from over 40 individuals who were uninvolved in the 
project proper. These included theatre studies & drama students from a junior 
college, volunteer actors from all walks of life  (the oldest performer being a 
67-year old lady) as well as a handful of professional actors who offered their 
time on a pro bono basis. The performers had benefited from Project 
UnLibrary's ‘Borrow Alvin’ concept and had conceptualised and rehearsed for 
the UnLibrary Weekend.  
 

 
The junior college students performed various plays, monologues and 
duologues which they have prepared for their A-level Theatre Studies & 
Drama examinations.   
 
 
The other actors performed: 
 

 
(1) ‘invisible theatre’ skits in the midst of unsuspecting library patrons - even 
though they would had seen the signage outside the library or have heard the 
special announcements by Alvin Tan.  For instance, an old lady attempting to 
panhandle patrons; a man reading adult material in the library; costumed 
characters sleeping all over the library. 
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(2) various theatre improvisations on stage, two of which were directly 
influenced by quotations and comments penned by visitors by way of the 3 
Quote Trees.  The UnLibrary Weekend concluded with Alvin Tan and the core 
team of volunteers sharing their experiences on Project UnLibrary. 
 

Results 
 
The UnLibrary installation at the library@esplanade was opened to the public from 1st to 30th  
April 2009, and the closing date was eventually extended  to 18th May 2009.  It attracted 
about 27,00 visitors between 1st April and 18th May 2009. The UnLibrary Weekend 
performances attracted a total 350 participants.  
 

 
 
In terms of media coverage, the UnLibrary and UnLibrary Weekend was  mentioned in 3 
different English, Chinese and Malay newspapers, 5 times on national radio (in the four 
official languages: English, Chinese, Malay & Tamil) and in a Chinese television 
programme.  
 
 



 

Page 16 

Lessons Learnt 
 
Project UnLibrary started off as a relatively open-ended experiment. We had a framework, a 
standard operating procedure for conducting creativity workshops, and a few years of 
experience conducting such workshops within libraries as well as for corporate clients. That 
said, applying the UnLibrary concept to library programmes was a whole new experience 
compared to those we had conducted in the past. Let us look at the negative lessons first. 
 
Good design takes time 
As I had mentioned earlier, the initial framework had five weeknight sessions, which was 
really more than our previous one.  However, as the project progressed, it became apparent 
that the volunteers needed more time to get to know each other better and to develop their 
ideas more completely. This led to an additional 4 sessions which delayed the launch of the 
installation. Had we anticipated this earlier, we could have avoided the unnecessary stress 
and some of the half-baked ideas. 
 
Manpower attrition 
As the project progressed, some volunteers started skipping sessions before dropping out 
entirely. We later found that this was due to work commitments or new jobs.  Fortunately, we 
had sufficient volunteers left to implement the designs and the guest Personality was able to 
recruit additional volunteers to perform at the UnLibrary Weekend.  
 
Operational considerations 
At times, there was creative friction between the volunteers and the librarians. For instance, 
certain installation designs were great on paper, but were difficult to implement without 
impeding library operations, e.g. the original design of the Big Books blocked the Dewey 
Decimal Classification signages on the shelves. In addition, some of the scripts for the 
UnLibrary Weekend were a little edgy and tried to push the envelop of what could be safely 
performed within library premises. Future runs of Project UnLibrary should provided clearer 
guidelines for performances (e.g. no politics, race, sex or religion)  and clearer design criteria 
for installations.  
 
Design process 
Recruiting 10 volunteer designers was the easy part of the game. The tricky part was to get 
everyone to set aside their creative egos and work towards a common design based on 
consensus. During our interviews with the volunteers at the project close out session, it was 
suggested that NLB should perhaps consider a competition to 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 January 2009, we relied mainly on NLB’s 
official channels, which includes the websites, the database of contacts and posters, all of 
which were too broad based as we were looking for participants with design skills. Once on 
board, the guest Personality was able to help us publicise the UnLibrary through his own 
network of contacts, such as the local arts community e-groups totalling over 5,000 members. 
Likewise, the volunteers’ Facebook list of friends were 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 as we had envisioned it to be, the various 
installations allowed for inputs and feedback from visitors. While the UnLibrary ‘hardware’ 
was relatively unchanging, it provided ideas for the development of the ‘software’. For 
instance, the guest Personality used the visitors’ favourite quotations, confessions, love 
letters, etc. during the  ‘Borrow Alvin’ sessions  and required the 40 volunteer actors to work 
them into the theatre improvisations. Imagine the delight or shock when a member of the 
audience realised  that his confession made its way into one of the skits during the UnLibrary 
Weekend !  
 
Plan for an afterlife 
The volunteers conceived modular designs for the UnLibrary installation, in response to the 
project specifications. This was supposed to allow visitors to reconfigure parts of the 
installation to evolve the UnLibrary, though the cuboids were the only pieces of the 
installation that were actually moved around. That said, the flexible design enabled the 
installation to be converted into a mobile exhibition. As of this moment, most of the 
UnLibrary installation have been transplanted to another 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 Tan already had some interest in acting, 
though most of them had no avenue to publicly perform in front of an audience. The success 
of the UnLibrary Weekend and the camaraderie gained during the rehearsals (or ‘Borrow 
Alvin’ sessions) eventually led to the formation of an unofficial UnLibrary Theatre group. 
Members would rehearse at the black box of Alvin Tan’s office at The Necessary Stage, and 
as of today, they are conceptualising new ideas, drafting scripts and rehearsing for the next 
performance at a public library. This is essentially ‘movement programming’ in action: an 
NLB programme which leads to reciprocal programmes from its benefactors cum 
beneficiaries. 
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Let me end this presentation with feedback of guest Personality, Alvin Tan, at the conclusion 
of Project UnLibrary:  
 
“All in all, it was a blast.  An invaluable experience of combining community goals with 
professional talents to serve a larger purpose.  I  sincerely hope UnLibrary or such projects 
carry on.   It is meaningful and over time,   I believe it will develop an effective capacity that 
can promote social cohesion  and interconnectivity amongst different communities.  I can see 
the  potential.  
 
… It was  innovative, and more importantly, it was in a spirit that contested the fear of   
failure.  Those who stayed on the project can, I believe, attest to what I'm   articulating.  It is 
no surprise that those involved in UnLibrary Theatre are exploring a  continuity of the 
experience.  And all thanks to UnLibrary making that happen. Early days still but let's see 
how it pans out.” 
 
Thank you. 
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