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Blurring the line between science and art sparks curiosity

Ariel Yu

A row of brightly illuminated and
colourful images greets visitors to
the almost pitch-black gallery on
the second floor of the Lee Kong
Chian Natural History Museum.

One of the images could be that
of a plant - or an animal: It seems
like a split-open pea pod but with-
out peas, with a detached leaf and
a few feathers, but not quite.

It is difficult to identify this spe-
cies without clear physical fea-
tures or other characteristics.

A visitor’s instant reaction
would be to refer to the usual in-
formation card found at exhibits.
But there is none.

Instead, the exhibition, Nature
Remixed, invites visitors to name
the various new species using a
QR code and to question the way
organisms are classified.

The exhibition’s seven digital
prints on acrylic and 24 prints on
paper were created by artistic col-
lective Sistrum, which comprises
sound designer Ramesh Krishnan,
48; graphic designer Lim Shu Min,
35; and architect Laura Miotto, 57.

Through their artworks, they
aim to invite the public to recon-
sider how organisms are classified
and to spark discussion about it
among visitors.

The trio said: “We invite and
provoke visitors to give a name to
the ‘speculative species’ that are
the result of blurring the strict
boundaries between species, gen-
era and other taxonomic ranks.”

Sistrum used artificial intelli-
gence (Al) to generate images of
hybrid or mutated forms of actual
flora and fauna catalogued by sci-
entists in South-east Asia during
the 19th century.

The images are accompanied by
modified audio samples of sounds
recorded in nature.

Associate Professor Darren Yeo
Chong Jinn, head of the museum,
said at the launch of the Nature

Remixed exhibition on May 20:
“This unique interaction between
art and science will invite us all -
scientists, artists, lay people - to
question our own perceptions of
species.”

Nature Remixed, which is being
held at the museum till July 28,
blurs the line between science and
art, unlike many other exhibi-
tions, which focus on one or the
other.

The second part of the exhibi-
tion is an audio-visual animation
lasting over six minutes that is
played on a screen measuring ap-
proximately 2m by 1.5m. It is com-
posed of highly magnified images
of specimens taken from marine
sponges — morphing from one im-
age to another - and incorporates

hypnotic and relaxing sounds.

The animation expands the still
images obtained from a scanning
electron microscope using move-
ment. It is a multisensory experi-
ence which lets visitors travel into
an unknown and invisible territo-
ry and fuels their imagination, Sis-
trum added.

This offers museum-goers “a
glimpse into a world invisible to
the naked eye and (invites them)
to connect to these living forms
which are unknown to most of us”.

The black-and-white images
highlighting the inner structure of
the sponges — usually made up of
calcium carbonate, silica and a
protein called spongin — were tak-
en with Hitachi’s tabletop scan-
ning electron microscope by the

trio.

Images produced by electron
microscopes are of a higher reso-
lution and show more details,
compared with those captured by
optical microscopes.

Hitachi’s TM4000Plus II table-
top scanning electron microscope
- which is on loan from Hitachi to
the museum for a year from Janu-
ary - can magnify specimens up to
100,000 times, compared with op-
tical microscopes, which can mag-
nify specimens up to only 2,000
times.

Also announced at the launch
was a collaboration between Hita-
chiand the museum to engage stu-
dents through the museum’s sci-
ence initiatives.

The initiatives include a new
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biodiversity outreach workshop
which will offer local secondary
and tertiary students hands-on
experience with the electron mi-
croscope to study the outer cover-
ings of animals such as sharks, py-
thons, sea stars and owls.

The museum will also conduct a
public programme, Secrets Of Ex-
traordinary Microworlds, which
will give participants the opportu-
nity to explore the microscopic
features of different specimens
with the electron microscope.

Sessions will run from May 30 to
June 22.

Admission to the museum, Na-
ture Remixed and permanent gal-
leries costs between $10 and $27.
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