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Iror heritage sites to have a future,
they must be present in people’s lives

Relevance and utility are key
to the public’s appreciation of
important landmarks of the past

Mike Hou

For The Straits Times

“Lau Pa Satis a really convenient
place for us to eat at, especially for
those who work around the CBD
area”; “MacRitchie Reservoirisa
really nice place for me to go for my
runsor walks”; “Chijmes is avery
nice place todineatin the
evenings, and also good for
wedding photoshoots!”

These were some of the remarks
made by participants of the
Institute of Policy Studies’ Study
On The Perception Of Singapore’s
Built Heritage And Landmarks,
whenasked why certain heritage
sites or landmarks were important
to them. Over a period of three
months, we conducted seven focus
group discussions with 51

Singaporeans, representing various :

age and ethnic groups. Our
participants’ occupations ranged

i ¢ station further enhanced the
X W""" ¢ perceived importance of the site to
: theseparticipants.

On the other hand, when the site

¢ isnotimmediatelyrelevant, itmay
: bedifficult to convince people of its
: importance. For example, even

¢ though the National Aerated Water
i Company hasbeen partially

¢ conserved, participants questioned
: theneed todoso - the fact that the
: siteappearsto be adesolate and

: unused industrial building that

¢ currently does not featurein the

¢ livesof people was a key factor at

¢ playinleading tosuchan

: unfortunate evaluation.

: OLDSITES, NEW PURPOSE

¢ Inthisregard, therepurposing of the
: BoatQuay shophouses and Chijmes
¢ totheir currentuseas diningand

: leisure spots can be consideredas an
: effective strategy to preserve the

¢ relevanceofthese heritageareas to

: thelives of people today.

In the same vein, however, the

: apparentlackofrelevance of the

i Thow Kwang Dragon Kiln to our

: participants, coupled with itslow

: accessibility, served to work

i againstanappreciation of its

: significance. How the stakeholders
: ofthissiterespondto this factor of

from students to professionals, rﬁ ; i relevance will be key to
housewives and retirees. 9 ‘ ¢ determiningits future.
If there is one stark theme that |[] ! ¢ Mostimportantofall, the notion

emerged from these discussions, it
is that the general public often
takes a very utilitarian approach in
appreciating heritage sites - ifitis
useful and relevant to their lives,

they are morelikely toevaluateitas

important, and vice versa.

PHYSICALATTRIBUTES

According to our analysis of these
discussions, this notion of utility or
relevance, which we categorised as
partofadimension termed
“physical attributes”, wasa
consistent factor of consideration
whenit comes to the general
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¢ ofrelevance underscores our

¢ findings that such “everyday

: heritage” - sites that forman

: integral part of everyday living -
i areoftenhighlyvalued by our

: participants.

Asa case inpoint, much of our

: builtheritage today were infact

: those that possessed high utility

¢ andrelevance inpeople’s lives in

¢ thepast. The shophousesin

¢ Chinatown and along Upper

i Circular Road, for instance, were

: featuresofeverydaylife, and they

: have nowbecomeanindispensable
¢ facetof Singapore’sunique

public’s evaluation of a heritage : unlikely tobe constantly salientin ; MEMORIES AND MEANING : Whenasiteisrelevant,it  : heritagetoday.
site’simportance. : many minds. Mostpeoplegoabout : Onewayistoensurethatthesite ! hecomes easier for ¢ Moving forward, it may be
Why is this dimension suchan : their daily lives with more : remainsrelevant to theeveryday “ : unsurprising that our everyday
important one for our participants? : mundane concerns,suchasgetting : livesof peopleand their pursuits.  : people tostarttaki ngan ¢ placessuchas East Coast Parkand
First,unlike architects, historians : towork, getting food to eat, :  Whenasiteisrelevant, it : interestinitandto ¢ Changi Village could become

orheritage interest groups, the
general public oftenlacks expert
and specialised knowledge about
specific heritagesites.

This makes the intrinsic
appreciation of heritage sites
difficult, whereas extrinsic
appreciation (for example, by
relying on the site’s physical
attributes) might be an easier
alternative.

This was evident in our focus
groups where many participants
readily admitted that their basis of
evaluation was simply based on the
superficial attributes (such as the

looks or the usefulness) of the sites, :

given their limited knowledge
about them.
Second, heritage appreciation is

¢ hanging out with friends and

: gettinghome.

¢ Unless the heritage site is

: something that features within the
: scope of their daily routines or

i preoccupations,experiencing or

: appreciatinga heritage site, or

: both, necessarily means taking the
¢ extra effort or going out of the way
: todoso.

¢ Itistherefore not uncommon in
: our focus groups to hear comments
- suchas “Itis tooinconvenient for

: me to go tovisit the site” or “Thave
: actually never noticed the site

: eventhough Ilive (or work) so
nearit”.

: Inthelightof these,how can we
: makeheritage appreciation more

¢ accessible to the public?

¢ becomes easier for people to start
¢ takinganinterestinitandto

¢ cultivate an appreciation of it —

i afterall, the site becomes aplace

¢ theystart going to and forge

i memoriesof.

For example, the former Tanjong

i Pagar Railway Station emergedas :
: oneof'the more important heritage :
i sites to our participants. These :
: participants cited reasons of having :
i been to the railway station :
: whenever they travelled to
i Malaysiain the past.

Their frequent experience with

¢ therailway station led to the

¢ generation of fond memories

: associated with the station. In

¢ addition, the unique designs of :
¢ both the exterior and interior of the :
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: cultivateanappreciation

: ofit-afterall, thesite

: becomes aplacethey start
: going toand forge

: memories of.

i “heritage of the future”, given their
: high utility as places of leisure,
: community, and sports.

Ultimately, when it comes to

¢ heritage sites, uses matter. Itis

: therefore imperative in the

¢ national heritage conversation to
: pay close attention to how the

¢ relevance of a site may make or

¢ breakits future.
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