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“All dressed up in layers of dissimulation, buildings are so naked.”  
—  Steward Brand, How Buildings Learn

Architecturally, a skin is the external most layer of a building. It wraps around and 
protects the interior of the building from the external environment. Following a 
biological analogy, it is often differentiated from the skeleton and thus tends to be 
non-structural. Sometime, the biological analogy can be stretched further and an 
architectural skin can become a living and breathing entity. But, most of the time, 
an architectural skin is a non-living and inert physical entity. It only comes into life 
metaphorically. It can become the face of a building –  revealing its “soul”, masking its 
“feeling”, negotiating between the internal and external worlds, etc. The face can be thin-
skinned or thick-skinned. Among other things, the depth of the skin (facial or otherwise) 
depends on intention, function and, of course, the material that constitutes the skin. 

In this issue of The Singapore Architect, the essays explore these various aspects of 
architectural skin with the hope of shedding new insights on this obvious but much 
neglected architectural element.
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16th Architectural Design 
Awards 2016

Design Award
HANA
Kerry Hill Architects Pte Ltd

House 24
Park + Associates Pte Ltd
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Formwerkz Architects

House Off Cluny
RT+Q Architects Pte Ltd
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Formwerkz Architects

SkyVille @ Dawson
WOHA Architects Pte Ltd
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Goodwood Residence
WOHA Architects Pte Ltd

33 Olive Road
Red Bean Architects

Faber-House
ONG&ONG Pte Ltd

Secret Garden House
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Architecture + Design

BT- House
ONG&ONG Pte Ltd

Design Award
PARKROYAL On Pickering
WOHA Architects Pte Ltd

Honourable Mention
The Lalu Qingdao
Kerry Hill Architects Pte Ltd

Honourable Mention
Philips APAC Center
LAUD Architects Pte Ltd

Design Award 
Goodlife! Makan
DP Architects Pte Ltd

Enabling Village
WOHA Architects Pte Ltd

A&A And
Conservation Work
to Church of
Sts. Peter & Paul
RDC Architects Pte Ltd
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SPCA Animal Welfare Centre
RichardHO Architects

Niven Road Studio
WOW Architects Pte Ltd
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WOHA Architects Pte Ltd

Design Award 
Philips APAC Center
LAUD Architects Pte Ltd

Aman Tokyo
Kerry Hill Architects Pte Ltd

Honourable Mention
City of Perth Library
Kerry Hill Architects Pte Ltd

Goodlife! Makan
DP Architects Pte Ltd
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Formwerkz Architects

Design Award
Upgrading Of Nanyang 
Primary School
LT&T AVID Architects 
Pte Ltd in collaboration 
with Studio 505 

Honourable Mention
Lee Kong Chian
Natural History Museum
W Architects Pte Ltd

Agape Village
LAUD Architects Pte Ltd

City Of Perth Library
Kerry Hill Architects Pte Ltd
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Commercial
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Award 2016

Dr Ken Yeang
Director of T. R. Hamzah & 
Yeang Sdn. Bhd. Arkitek

2016 Laureate
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Specifying Big Ass Fans® means access to a dedicated group 
of experts in design, engineering and installation who handle 
your project from start to finish. And with fans ranging from 
the 1.3m Haiku® to the 4.3m Essence®, your firm can bring 
attention-grabbing design and energy-efficient cooling to any 
project you dream up.

Visit bigassfans.sg/SGA16 or call +65 6709 8500 to learn more.

LEARN MORE! 
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Find out more about Elmich at www.elmich.com
Tel:  +65 6356 2800     Fax: +65 6353 0220     info@elmich.com    
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Located in Iskandar Malaysia, the US$40.9 billion Forest City is Southeast 

Asia’s largest mixed-use development occupying four man-made islands 

and slated to be completed in phases over 30 years.

Where Urban Meets Nature

Designed by Sasaki Associates, the master plan for Forest 
City seeks to establish a symbiotic relationship between 
urban development and the natural environment. The 
project also received a “Merit Award for Landscape Analysis 
and Planning” from the Boston Society of Landscape 
Architects.

In Phase 1 of the completion, a duty-free shopping street and 
a five-star hotel will be ready by end of the year on Island 
1 and the sales gallery is now open to public for preview 
and booking of the condominiums and high-rise coastal 
residences.

Meticulous Installation

To create a forest-like environment, facades and interiors of 
the buildings are covered by foliage and multiple planters 
are incorporated within the landscape to surround the city 
with the wonders of nature. Beyond this lush greenery that 
pleases the eyes of any visitor, comes the professionalism of 
the waterproofing membrane installers who homogenously 
welded the 2.2 mm thick EVALON® V membrane using hot 
air to line the narrow planters and securely terminating the 
membrane along its contours. Approximately 4,000 square 
metres of planter boxes are lined in Phase 1 of the construction.

Importance of Waterproofing Planter Boxes

It is especially important that planter boxes are waterproofed 
properly because they are consistently wet, have a 
tendency to leak and, if left untreated, water that seeps 
out of the planter will spread to the surrounding areas 
causing damage due to mould or rot.  This is exactly the 
reason why German-Made EVALON® V was chosen for its 
excellent plant root resistant properties and superior quality 
surpassing the European standards to protect the plants 
and adjacent surroundings for at least 30 years. In addition, 
the laid membranes have a polyester fleece backing that 
reduces stress and strain on the waterproofing system 
(vapour decompression, movement compensation, etc.). 

EVALON® Protects the Lush Planters

in Forest City

Landscape Engineering   Waterproofing
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Nippon Duflonar
Baking Fluorocarbon

The Ultimate Protection for Aluminium Façades

Duflonar is a fluropolymer coating system containing 70% PVDF in the resin system. PVDF 
incorporates carbon-fluorine bonds, which is the strongest possible polymeric bond. The stable 
resin system, together with pigments that have superior colour stability, allows resistance against dirt 
pick-up, colour fading, loss of gloss, fungal growth, chemical attack and chalking. Nippon Duflonar 
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A Language  
of Skin

By
 W

U
 Z

H
U

O
Y

I

“We are in constant dialogue and 
interaction with the environment, 
[...] it is impossible to detach the 
image of the Self from its spatial 
and situational existence.”

 
–  Juhani Pallasmaa,  
  The Eyes Of The Skin:     
  Architecture And The Senses

We venture past Ruskin’s Seven Lamps, beyond Groff Conklin’s criticism of the hollow-
shell house as an “extraordinarily inefficient barrier” to the elements1, to DuPont’s 
invention of Corian in 1967, past Piano and Rogers’ iconoclastic inversion of our idea of 
“skin” at the Centre Pompidou, meandering into the twenty-first century where, earlier 
this year, Fast Company ran a glowing review of the “Star Horticulturist Behind Silicon 
Valley’s Living Wall Trend.” 2

The story of skin in architecture is a story not only of interface but also of mitigation, 
a constant tug between competing claims. Skin lives in between: between outside 
and inside, between structure and surface, between private and public. Skin is also 
modulation and protection, balancing bright enough with cool enough, porous enough 
with secure enough, or distinctive enough with functional enough.

1 Cited in Banham, Reyner. 1965. “A Home Is Not A House”. Art In America. P 70-79. 
2 Diana Budds, “The Star Horticulturist Behind Silicon Valley’s Living Wall Trend,” Co.Design, 26 May 2016, https://www.fastcodesign.com/3060209/ 
 making-it/the-star-horticulturist-behind-silicon-valleys-living-wall-trend.
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Vocabulary - Lingua franca
Our contemporary hegemony of vision places emphasis on architecture as being visually 
arresting while simultaneously diminishing the importance of spatial experiences. 
Compounded by the convenience of modern photography, and made accessible by 
the easy and near-instant dissemination of image (to wit, legions of Pinterest boards, 
and architectural blogs) in digital space, skin has become the primary language of this 
ocular architecture, whether we like it or not. 

When we reduce our conception of skin to its elemental parts, we end up with a 
vocabulary of basic materials. Irreducible and universal, we’re familiar with this palette 
of masonry, wood, glass and metal, each in its own way affording different extents of 
tactility, transparency, and weight. The recent decades of biophilia, in tandem with 
technological advances and the rise of greener building standards, have introduced 
some neologisms to that basic vocabulary—textiles, green walls, responsive surfaces, 
and bio-reactive facades— or spawned new accents and dialects in manipulating the 
form and compositions of traditional materials. 

And in the same way we can distinguish between the writing of, say, John Steinbeck 
and Kuo Pao Kun, certain architects have endeared themselves to particular materials in 
their oeuvres. In this manner, we also know applications of material by their propagators 
if you dropped a name like Kengo Kuma or SANAA or Frank Gehry into an online 
image search, you already know you’d be expecting a warm wood, clean glass and  
scintillating metals.

Take brick as an example. I grew up amid the stacks at the red-brick National Library 
and studied opposite a brick-fronted HDB (Housing Development Board) estate, only 
knowing brick as a stolid, impenetrable wall, perhaps sometimes affording a perforated 
wall. I recall being captivated by what seemed like a completely modest picture of the 
clinker brick facade on Aalto’s Baker House at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT) and then a little later by a video of ETH’s parametric brick-laying robot. It wasn’t 
a particularly earth-shattering moment in my education, but moments like these served 
to reframe some preconceptions, even if they were merely related the humble brick. 
Suddenly brick was plastic, pliable, and variegated, capable of drama and restraint; there 
would be “honesty” to contend with, and much later, buildability scores.  

Dialects and Accents - Speaking the lingo
Architecture in the tropics often bears several distinctive motifs in relation to skin: deep 
eaves, generous verandahs, and perforated screen to mitigate the heat. In these humid, 
liminal spaces, how far into the shade can we venture before we move from outside to 
inside? What if we draped an imaginary cloth over the edges of our awnings or perhaps 
consider the Urban Redevelopment Authority’s gross floor area-exempt 45-degree line 
in order to delineate this boundary? Could we consider the entire verandah or balcony 
as skin, functioning as a buffer between the elements and the conditioned indoor space? 

While architectural articulation extracts (more or less) from a common pool of materials 
discussed above, it also draws deeply from precedent and context. Skin in context is 

3 Philipp Oehmke and Tobias Rapp, “Interview With Star Architect Rem Koolhaas: ‘We’re Building Assembly-line Cities And Buildings,’” Spiegel  
 Online, 16 Dec, 2011, http://www.spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/interview-with-star-architect-rem-koolhaas-we-re-building-assembly-line-cities-and- 
 buildings-a-803798.html. 
4 Kyle Chayka, “Welcome To Airspace: How Silicon Valley Helps Spread The Same Sterile Aesthetic Across The World,” The Verge, 3 Aug, 2016,  
	 http://www.theverge.com/2016/8/3/12325104/airbnb-aesthetic-global-minimalism-startup-gentrification.
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“empathetic” and adaptive; sometimes it compels us to reconsider the place of tradition 
amid modernity, and reconcile certain dualities. This can be seen in the overlap of the 
public and private in the shade of a tropical home, for example, or in the delicate balance 
between standing out and fitting in when refurbishing a historical building.

Skin is likewise capable of expressing genericity outside context. A glass-and-metal 
skyscraper is a benign nod to neoliberalism, the modern decorated shed that fits 
comfortably in any city. Rem Koolhaas, while discussing the Generic City with Der 
Spiegel concedes that “assembly-line buildings [...] make no demands, and consequently 
create freedom.”3 More recently, Kyle Chayka bemoaned the rise of the hipster 
aesthetic—think reclaimed wood, powder-coated steel, exposed brick—concluding 
that it provides a familiar refuge for the “kinetic elite” (to borrow again from Koolhaas) 
regardless of physical location.4

Yet in the same way the halting attempts to string sentence out of an unfamiliar 
language is generally met with more sympathy than a just-off-the-mark use of jargon; 
architectural expression lives on a spectrum of receptivity to an outsider’s gaze. Skin 
(in context or out of context) encodes certain signifiers and may serve to provoke or 
discourage inquisition.

Neologisms - New slang
Architecture’s recent pivot towards ecologically-responsible architecture, and in 
particular, the new trend in biomimicry is also interesting to observe in the ways the 
language of skin continues to evolve in the field. The most visible manifestation would 
perhaps be the meteoric rise of vertical greenery in the past couple of decades. As skin, 
this is convenient transplanted/transplantable nature for the city where real-estate 
grows scarce and valuable, readily deployable, fully-grown, with the requisite irrigation 
and structural systems in place. As interface, the green wall has its hosts of benefits 
with which we’re increasingly familiar: microclimatic enhancements, reducing the 
temperature loads of buildings, absorbing pollution; it also brings along a somewhat 
second-hand salubrity that accompanies green spaces without obliging building owners 
to create a physically inhabitable space. 

When we talk about skin, we see the building as something biological and organic; 
we sometimes forget that other metaphors ingrained in our architectural vocabulary 
have parallels in biology and physiology—skeleton, membrane, circulation. Michael 
Wigginton and Jude Harris in Intelligent Skins argue that “skin” goes beyond the 
metaphor, and that modern envelopes have taken on forms more directly analogous 
to biological skin: adaptive and reactive, gathering information and responding to 
feedback5. This new conception of skin serves not as passive interface, but active 
negotiators of our environment6, like eccrine glands regulating body temperature, or 
heliotropic plants tracking the movement of the sun. 

A century on, from when William Morris asserted that three materials exist for the 
construction of a wall7, our idea of skin (and structure) continues to evolve. And 
almost three decades after Jean Nouvel’s groundbreaking photo-sensitive facade on 

5 Michael Wigginton and Jude Harris, Intelligent Skins, (Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 2002). 
6 Petra Gruber and Susanne Gosztonyi, “Skin In Architecture: Towards Bioinspired Facades,” Design And Nature 138, (2010): 503-513. 
7	 William	Morris,	“The	Influence	Of	Building	Materials	On	Architecture,”	The	Hobby	Horse,	1892
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the Institut du Monde Arabe threw the idea of a responsive skin into the public eye, we 
have “bioreactor facades” that generate energy and dynamic shade, and anti-pollutant 
facades that filter smog. Hopefully, we haven’t reached the limits of human ingenuity 
and the future holds untold entries to our architectural lexicon.

Prescriptivism - Ornament and Grime
Back in 2014, the Bishan-Toa Payoh Town Council decided to repaint the facades of 
some HDB flats along Streets 22 and 24. If this doesn’t sound particularly noteworthy, 
it’s because it isn’t, save for the fact that this simple paint job raised the ire of some 
residents who had endeared themselves to the original, distinctive brick facades of the 
blocks.8 Enshrined in the Building Maintenance and Strata Management Act of 2004 is 
a section that obliges building owners to maintain the upkeep of their external walls, 
and, unless expressly permitted by the Commissioner of Buildings, ensure that these 
facades are painted every five years. 9

Juhani Pallasmaa in The Eyes of the Skin highlights our modern age’s obsession for what 
he calls “ageless perfection,” and how modern materials like “scaleless” glass, metal, and 
plastic present blemish-free facades unmarked by age.10 But the tropical Singaporean 
climate bears down relentlessly on our architecture, wearing down sharp edges, flaking 
off layers of paint and powder coats, seeping its way into wood, making a mockery of 
stainless steel, streaking glass, and efflorescing in the most inconvenient places. 

Hanna Arendt declares, “It is indeed the mark of all labouring that it leaves nothing 
behind.”11 In our constructed and constantly reconstructed nation, new buildings (and 
new facades) replace old ones with startling regularity; it is a curious symmetry then, that 
our material heritage is frozen in time, a stasis of layers and layers of paint. Whichever 
way you’d like to frame it, as “adaptive reuse” or a mere “skin deep” conservation, this 
is that uncomfortable balance that needs to be struck between Singapore’s narrative 
of smallness and that understandable desire to grasp what remains of a corporeal link 
to our past.

Conversations - Word on the street
To the man in the street, architecture in the city presents itself as a series of facades. The 
interface of figure and ground, of block and street, narrates the city to the pedestrian 
either as a staccato rhythm or a flowing legato. Take Georges-Eugène Haussmann’s 
Parisian streetscape or Ildefons Cerdà’s grid in Barcelona—ostensibly individual blocks 
presented as unified frontages to the streets, perhaps unremarkable and homogeneous 
but immediately placeable. In the other corner is the chaotic street-side negotiations of 
Fifth Avenue in New York—Beaux Arts on a block, Art Deco on another, International 
Style at this junction and a Neo-Gothic cathedral on the next. The malls and buildings 
along Orchard Road in Singapore compose its street-scape (perhaps more appropriately, 
its facade-scape) in a similar fashion, each immediately distinctive from the next, a 
patchwork of materials and textures in a lilting conversation at street level. 

The pedestrian’s experience is probably the most constant and visceral, if completely 
quotidian, an experience most people will ever have of architecture and the city. The 

8 Melody Zaccheus, “Some See Red Over Colourful Facade For Bishan HDB Blocks,” The Straits Times, 17 Sep, 2014,  
 http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/housing/some-see-red-over-colourful-facade-for-bishan-hdb-blocks..
9 Building Maintenance and Strata Management Act 2004 (Cap 30C), Section 4. 
10 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes Of The Skin: Architecture And The Senses (Chichester, West Sussex: John Wiley & Sons Pte. Ltd, 2005). 
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city, with its sites of commerce and capitalism as a deliberate magnet for the tourist 
gaze, is a not only a sobering reminder of this retinal architecture, but also a reminder 
of the role of skin in urban place-making and identity. 

Other Stories – Beyond Skin Deep
If you recall your foundational biology lessons, you’ll remember that skin is not just 
comprised of the epidermis, but also the deeper layers of the dermis and subcutaneous 
fat. As anyone who’s ever drawn a facade in detail can attest, architectural skin is much 
more than what’s visible on the surface. We look beyond and look closer and find all the 
bits and bobs that make the modern surface possible, from nuts and bolts, to silicone 
sealant to irrigation systems for green walls. We also begin to consider skin as surfaces, 
coverings, and linings at a smaller scale. Our spaces of rest, work, and play host an 
assortment of surfaces to which we give little or no thought; these include paint and 
wallpapers and upholstery, as well as veneers, laminates and solid surfaces that cover 
practically all useable horizontal surfaces. 

What then, of other “skins” we don’t wax lyrical about? 

In our city that’s constantly being built and rebuilt, no skin is more ubiquitous than 
that curious combination of hoarding and construction netting. There’s no need to 
romanticize what ostensibly serves as a merely functional barrier, but there’s a curious, 
if clumsy, poetry in the way we’ve taken to dressing these barriers up. If you’ve been 
along Orchard Boulevard in this past year, there’s been ongoing construction to link 
Orchard MRT to the Thomson-East Coast line – business as usual. But look a little higher 
at the hoardings and you will notice that someone had taken the liberty of forming a 
pixelated tree out of the sound barrier. Someone, somewhere, made a decision that they 
were going to ensure these modular sections will be in three shades of green, and three 
other colours to piece together these oversized trees on a surface that hardly anyone 
would pay attention to.

And perhaps the idea of skin on the periphery, opaque, and overlooked, provides a lens 
through which we may examine our trajectories and obsessions as a nation. Situated 
in between, skin finds itself a mitigator at sites of tension—what gets retained, what 
gets demolished, and what gets built in its place. Skin is also a negotiator between the 
opposite impulses of our climatic realities and our desire for comfort in the tropics, 
and the competing claims between retaining a veneer of our past material culture and 
functional reuse of our heritage spaces. Largely silent, pliable and unobtrusive, perhaps 
skin is the greatest and most neutral moderator in our city of constant contradictions.

11 Hannah Arendt, Hannah, The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958).
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1 Walter Sim, “‘Locking in’ the Quay to our trading history,” The Straits Times, 15 June 2014. 
2 Zouk received an unusual amount of public attention over their lease negotiations with the URA and SLA, making several public statements expressing  
	 their	frustrations	and	intentions	to	find	a	new	location.	This	was	extensively	covered	by	local	and	regional	news	over	two	years	of	widespread	lament		
 and speculation.  
3	 The	company	was	sold	to	Genting	Hong	Kong	for	an	undisclosed	sum.	See	Joyce	Lim,	“Zouk	Being	Sold	to	Genting	HK,”	The Straits Times,  
 21 October 2015.
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 Introduction 
It is hard to say exactly where the city 
ends and Zouk begins. Entering Zouk is 
a distinctly altering experience. As your 
body, bathed in sound, passes through the 
crowd, your eyes adapt to the darkness, and 
soon enough you find yourself immersed 
in a rippling, kaleidoscopic space. Even 
before you can make sense of it, Zouk— 
object, environment, force of its own—is 
unfolding before you, dazzling, endless, 
and multi-sensorial. 

This essay considers Zouk, a lifestyle 
venue, cultural institution, global brand 
and an avant-garde movement, as first 
and foremost an architectural endeavour. 
What began as the rehabilitation of three 
historic warehouses along a secluded lane 
by the Singapore River in 1990 has grown 
into a global institution, a legendary music 
venue comprising five clubs. Zouk is not 
only an icon and destination, perfected 
through avant-garde experimentation, 
total devotion and finesse, but also a 
wholly unique “species” of space; an 
irreplaceable venue graciously offered 
to friends and family, and first-timers 
alike. As a truly singular building project, 
designed and developed according to a 
single architect’s vision and obsessions,  
No. 17 to 23 Jiak Kim Street is a 
unique cultural resource that deserves 
further recognition and assessment 
within the architecture, planning, and  
design community. 

Try as one might to recall the details of the 
place in the day, of its passages, surfaces, 
accidents and secrets, it is a space that 
is more palpably felt than deciphered, 
retained as a swirl of impressions rather 
than measured knowledge. This then, 
is an architectural essay with a mood of 
being out in the awakening city at early 
dawn with a heart full from the night 
before. It seeks to recollect and excavate 
visceral imprints of Zouk, its architecture 
and the project, into a document still 
tinged with wonder. So where does 
architectural knowledge end and bodily 
memory begin? Which of the past do 
we consolidate, preserve, and uphold? 
In this orderly city, what are the forms 
and textures of its curious, sensuous and  
enigmatic unconscious?

 Context, Narratives
At its premises on Jiak Kim Street, Zouk 
has thrived within a richly-layered tapestry 
of a quarter of a century’s influences and 
events from the city and beyond. To give 
context to this essay, we may begin from 
the very recent history of the site.

On 6th June 2014, Singapore’s Chief 
Planner gazetted the Urban Redevelopment 
Authority’s (URA) new Master Plan. On 
this printed mosaic of the city splintered 
into thousands of shapes (each numbered 
and coloured to describe bloc ratios and 
land use zoning), Zouk’s location was 
newly marked with a bold letter C within 
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4	 Joyce	Lim,	“Farewell	cash	gift	for	staff	and	teary	goodbye	for	founder,”	The Straits Times, 22 October 2015. 
5	 John	Lui,	“Hip	Night	Owl”,	The Straits Times, 13 April 2009. 
6	 As	evidenced	by	the	#savezouk	social	media	campaign	and	#PeopleofZouk	oral	histories	published	on	the	club’s	website.	There	is	even	a		
 documentary about the club’s legendary mid-week Mambo parties currently in the works.

fig. 2

a muted pink polygon. The warehouses  
No. 17, 19, and 21 Jiak Kim Street were 
included in a new set of 75 historic buildings 
to be granted Conservation status, with 
pink indicating a new zoning for residential 
use, with commercial activity on the  
first floor.1

For all the extolled virtues of conservation, 
the top-down impetus to “restore” and 
“protect” has ironically cast a well-
loved landmark into a fragile and  
reluctant transition. 

From the announcement by URA, Zouk’s 
lease began to be renewed on a six-
monthly basis, and the uncertainty around 
its eventual fate bubbled into a matter of 
general public concern.2 The authorities 
finally announced a deadline of June 30, 
2016 for Zouk to find a new space in order 
to continue their operations until end of 
2017. The business chose to relocate to a 

1 — Collage from the magazine 
ZOUK: THE FIRST THREE 
YEARS. Courtesy of Zouk.
2 — Aerial photograph of Jiak 
Kim Street circa 1990. Courtesy 
of Zouk.

site in Clarke Quay, slated to open in 2017 
with a new set of thematic spaces and 
under new ownership.3

At the end of 2015 its founder and owner 
Lincoln Cheng made an announcement in 
the club’s main dancefloor. He introduced 
the new management and a grand vision 
of Zouk’s international horizons, and 
also stated his departure.4 Patrons left the 
dancefloor in tears. 

The Zouk we know as a living 
project of architectural and aesthetic 
experimentation will soon cease to exist. 
Just as it shocked the city at its inception, 
seen as a “strange creature from outer 
space,”5 the city is likewise ill-prepared 
for its departure.6 Critically, there has not 
been enough said and written about the 
very object and building, an architectural 
phenomenon itself.
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7 During Singapore’s early development as a port city, when the Singapore River served as a vital route for the island’s international trading activity. 
8	 This	reading	privileges	the	warehouses,	built	by	under	British	colonial	rule,	as	an	artefact	from	the	earliest	modern	international	trade	upon	which	the		
 city’s modern global economy was established.  
9 It is recommended by the authors that a more complete survey and nomination procedure be made available to the public for transparency and good  
	 practice	(consider	reviewing	the	American	HABS,	Historic	American	Buildings	Survey	procedures).	The	description	and	analysis	provided	is	superficial		
	 and	imprecise,	for	instance:	“This	composite	roof	structure	and	use	of	metal	sheet	roofing	reveals	the	influence	of	the	Industrial	Revolution	in	Europe		
	 that	then	led	to	a	change	in	building	technology	and	technique	around	the	world,	including	Singapore,	that	was	located	at	a	meeting	point	of	the	East		
 and the West. / Of the 3 buildings, number 17 has a unique curved roof pediment compared to the usual triangular pediment of the other buildings.  
	 This	profile	for	the	pediment	could	either	be	related	to	an	attempt	to	create	a	more	‘European’	appearance,	or	possibly	an	influence	of	Chinese	‘feng-	
	 shui’	belief	where	roof	profiles	are	derived	from	the	‘Five-Elements’	of	the	Chinese	world	view.	This	profile	resembles	that	of	the	‘Water-element.’	The		
	 choice	of	which	of	the	Five-elements	to	use	as	a	gable	profile	is	often	dictated	by	the	characteristics	of	the	site,	its	builder	and	the	intended	occupant.”		
	 “Robertson	Quay,”	URA	Conservation	Portal	webpage,	https://www.ura.gov.sg/uol/conservation/conservation-xml.aspx?id=RBSQ

fig. 3

fig. 5

fig. 4
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 Project – Rehabilitation,   
 Programme, Evolution 
And so Zouk, for its “transcendental 
renown,” was brought back to consider 
its first condition as a physical place and 
a building.

In the succinct official literature published 
by the URA (without stating methodology 
or provenance), the historical significance 
of these structures is neatly delineated 
between the “mid-1800s to the late 1970s.”7 
These godowns (the word derived from 
Portuguese gudão, or Kannada gadaṅgu 
“store, warehouse”) along the Singapore 
River would house cargo for redistribution 
or temporary storage during inclement 
weather off the island’s harbour. In URA’s 
words, these otherwise generic buildings 
are a vital “showcase” of the city’s  
economic history.8

 
Yet back in 1990, it would have been a 
stretch to describe these as buildings. 
Though the original structures were as 
“galvanised iron sheet roofs and jackroofs 

supported by timber trusses… [with] an 
intermediate row of internal reinforced 
concrete columns added at mid-span,”9 
there was not much more than four 
crumbling walls (even the roof had 
collapsed) and overgrowth on the property 
when Zouk acquired their lease. With the 
gradual end of trading activity along the 
river, the warehouses ceased to function 
in the late seventies and fell into disrepair.

During this tentative time, these structures 
were designated under the status 
“retention” by the state, and its owners, 
the Singapore Land Authority (SLA), 
issued a call for tender in 1990 to redevelop 
the property. Among the proposals 
that included a seafood restaurant and 
an antique furniture showroom, they 
eventually selected the most original 
proposal, to create a mixed-use lifestyle 
complex within this historical shell.

And so the Zouk partnership set to work 
on the bare bones of the building on this 
sleepy stretch of the city’s waterfront. The 

3, 4 & 5 — Photographs 
taken during the building 
rehabilitation and construction. 
Courtesy of Zouk.

6 — Construction drawings 
from the initial building 
rehabilitation: Building 
sections. Timber roof trusses 
were recreated to match the 
construction methods of the 
original structure. Courtesy 
of Zouk.

7  — Photograph of building 
interior, in the original 
Mediterranean-themed 
restaurant with unfinished 
surfaces. Windows and doors 
are original. Courtesy of Zouk.
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10 “We took over an entire warehouse that was a listed building, but was falling apart. We kept the facade, but everything had to be ripped out. We had to  
 pile down 30 metres to bedrock to support the mezzanine and the roof. It would have been a lot cheaper to tear the whole thing down and build a new  
	 club.”	A	very	comprehensive	interview	with	founder	Lincoln	Cheng.	David	Evans,	“Lincoln	Cheng,”	South China Morning Post,	27	November	2005. 
11 Interior Digest,	Vol.	9	No.	2,	April/May	1991.

fig. 6

fig. 7

initial building rehabilitation included 
the installation of an electric substation 
that brought power into the premises, 
underground piping for water, and 
paving of the entire Jiak Kim Street, all 
done according to the standards of the 
Land Transport Authority (LTA). This 
endeavour was not without its mishaps 
and lessons. The project team carried 
out their own research on techniques to 
restore the historical facades and recreate 
the deteriorated wooden roof trusses 
according to their original appearances 
and construction methods. It was only 
upon the beginning of construction that 
they discovered the weak soil conditions 
onsite; the buildings’ walls had to be 
propped up as they piled down 30 metres 
to bedrock in order to support the roof and 
a new mezzanine floor.10 

Soon after, when it had barely moved in 
for a year, Zouk described its location to 
the readers of Interior Digest magazine as 
a paradox: “…in a way, we are in the city, 
yet not in it.”11

The three warehouses offered a basic 
orthogonal envelope that accommodated 
all sorts of activity, interventions, scenes, 
and ideas. The complex began as a relatively 
simple ensemble of a nightclub, restaurant, 
and cafeteria that was incrementally 
modified and overhauled over the years. 
The early Zouk “family” of designers, 
musicians and guests collaboratively 
created a gathering place that was both a 
sanctuary and an aesthete’s playground, 
as much a womb as a Pandora’s box. 
The place soon grew into a key fixture 
within a transcontinental new wave of 
club culture while sinking its roots into 
the fertile soil of the local underground 
scene, consolidating a diverse flow of 
events into itself. This flow of culture and 
ideas translated into new programmes 
and experiments, forming new spatial, 
auditory, and tactile experiences within 
the space, restlessly pushing the envelope. 

In the buildings’ colourful history, it was 
once used as the sensational MTV Lounge 
in warehouse No. 21 that held the first 
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12	 This	video	material	was	first	sent	to	the	authorities	for	approval	and	necessary	cuttings.	MTV	Lounge	later	became	Phuture	in	1996. 
13	 The	London	Velvet	Underground	was	opened	by	Nicky	Holloway.	When	the	club	folded,	a	group	of	DJs	and	clubowners	including	Lincoln	put	money		
	 together	to	support	him	through	rehab.	See	“Nicky	Holloway,”	Wikipedia.	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nicky_Holloway 
14	 It	was	later	refined	into	Zouk	Deli,	initially	a	food	stand	that	later	became	a	concept	store,	stocked	with	club	merchandise	and	art/design	objects		
	 including	collaborations	with	global	creatives	including	Ed	Banger	Records.	The	hot	dog	stand	still	remains,	an	unexplained	but	often	providential		
	 fixture	in	the	Zouk	landscape. 
15	 Refer	to	Zouk	website	for	a	chronological	building	history,	notably	the	soundproofing	cost	S$4	million. 
16	 Pre-drinking	(outdoor	drinking	only	became	illegal	in	2015),	conversations,	drunken	spells,	fights	and	all	kinds	of	episodes	would	play	out,	a	mostly	self-	
 organising chaos that would get messier towards the early morning but would always be cleaned up by daybreak. 
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license in the city to broadcast music 
and footage from MTV London12, while 
No. 17 still houses Velvet Underground, 
established as a sister club to London’s 
now-defunct Velvet Underground 
club - reminders of Zouk’s part in the 
transcontinental vanguard of electronic 
music culture in those heady days.13 There 
were also quirks—the happy accident of 
an onsite “general store” that first came 
about in a small, unplanned room by 
the building entrance where the club 
provided novelties, medication, and an 
eccentric selection of practical items for 
its patrons.14 The building underwent 
incremental renovations every few years, 
including a major soundproofing retrofit 
in 2000 and a total overhaul in 2005.15 
Zouk was continually evolving, yielding, 
and pushing to come into its own, as 
an intricate but well-worn labyrinth of 
spaces, a layered and manifold setting of 
irresistible thresholds onto encounter, an 
indoor cosmos of hedonism, curiosity, and 
experimentation in itself, a world away 
from and yet nestled close to the heart of 
the island city. 

 Condition – Experience,  
 Configuration, Materiality,  
 Curation, Care
Zouk is first bewildering to wander 
through, with the lights too dim and the 
music too loud for questions, but with every 
revisit, it is possible to develop a visceral 
knowledge of the place, like the pleasure 
of intimacy, and find one’s way around 
its plurality of spaces and thresholds. 
These subjective paths, zones, and rituals 
would be conveyed through encounters 
and initiations, person to person. Just as 
the name evokes the festivity, confusion, 
and sensorial overload of a bazaar, Zouk 
is a futuristic, air-conditioned evocation 
of that mood set to electronic music and 
pulsing lights. 

The frontage of the three historic 
warehouses, slightly raised about a metre 
above the original ground level, dominate 

Jiak Kim Road. These pale facades are simply 
marked with the club’s name (rendered in 
pseudo Arabic script) mounted beneath 
the curved pediment of warehouse No. 17. 
An interior lobby houses a box office and 
cloakroom, with multiple entrances to the 
various clubs and lounges. But it is outside, 
on the driveway where a canopy hanging 
above the historic openings and the street 
curb that effectively forms a partially 
enclosed patio where patrons go for a 
smoke or a hotdog, hoping for a chance 
encounter with friends. Zouk’s festivities 
are rarely ever contained within the 
building; it is out here that the party would 
often begin or end, extending outwards 
onto Jiak Kim Street in both directions, 
either beyond the parking lot towards 
the river or in the opposite direction, 
towards the surrounding Havelock  
Road neighbourhood.16

At ground level, the building’s original 
openings, with their wooden doors 
(constructed in a herringbone pattern and 
one of the distinct stylistic features of the 
original building) are subverted with a new 
casing of pearlescent fibreglass, moulded 
into a fluid skin seeming to drip/drape 
into circular voids that frame the alfresco 
Winebar in Warehouse No. 21, and the 
main interior lobby in No. 17. This skin 
makes its way into the building in ebbs 
and swells—becoming seating along the 
perimeter, then leading to steps descending 
into the dance floor and a mezzanine bar 
or casement around the building’s cleverly 
disguised sound system. The building is 
unified by this seemingly continuous, 
repeated gesture of smoothening and 
blending; conjuring a motif of liquidity 
or some kind of living fabric, rendered in 
mosaic, tile, or left glossy, to reflect the 
dappled light effects played each night. 
Between the three-dimensional experience 
of rounded, edgeless forms and the 
dynamism of artworks like Italian Futurist 
Massima Iosa-Ghini’s murals and Israeli 
sculptor Delia Prvacki’s abstract-primitive 
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17	 These	sculptures	embellish	several	of	the	building’s	bathroom	facilities,	see	the	article’s	accompanying	photos.	 
18	 While	celebrities	sipped	champagne	in	the	Takashi	Murakami-themed	“nest,”	poor	university	students	might	share	pitchers	of	potent	cocktails.	There		
 was hardly a single printed menu in the club—seasoned bartenders would expertly handle the crowd’s orders while regulars somehow all knew the  
	 club’s	trademark	cocktails	and	flights.
19	 “The	Curators:	Globetrotting	DJ	Lefto	On	The	World’s	Best	Clubs,” Melting Butter, 10 December 2013.  
20	 Lincoln	Cheng’s	businesses	included	systems	architecture,	“carpeting	Changi	Airport	five	times	over,”	as	well	as	a	furniture	business,	Abraxas,		
	 importing	pieces	from	Phillipe	Starck	and	the	Memphis	Group	that	reflected	his	eclectic	taste. 
21	 He	first	studied	at	the	prestigious	New	Hampshire	preparatory	school,	St	Paul’s,	where	he	won	awards	for	his	paintings	and	modelled	his	work	after		
 modern greats like Jackson Pollock. 
22	 Andrew	Langdon	and	Philipps	Connor

The initial concept, 
loosely based on 
studies of Moorish 
architecture, aimed at 
an all-white, smooth, 
and continuous hand-
crafted appearance 
that went against 
the residual eighties’ 
aesthetic of all-black, 
literally edgy clubs.

sculptures,17 there is an overall effect of  
the idiosyncratic.

Across the building’s original structural 
elements and newly installed divisions, 
the rectangular envelope holds three 
clubs and two lounges, each oblong space 
acoustically enclosed with a distinct 
atmosphere and programme. As organs of 
one body, they are connected throughout 
with unexpected openings and passages 
that leads to the next club; or out into 
interstitial outdoor spaces that serves as 
informal lounges for smokers; or in the 
case of some discreet openings, into back 
of house areas like the vinyl vault or club 
offices. Each space is further subdivided 
via an intricate arrangement of furniture 
and partitions, creating throughout the 
building a constellation of spaces from the 
cavernous dance floor to intimate nooks. 

Within, the building offered its guests a 
spectrum of experiences. Each night sees 
a rotation of DJs at every stage, there being 
at least five of them on set at any one time 
across the various clubs and lounges, 
accompanied by video projections, props, 
performers, and plenty of drinks.18 The 
various groups that the place attracts, from 
tourists to yuppies to barely-adults, are 
all welcomed and brought together into a 
dazzling crowd. Traversing the building, it 
is inevitable that one has to pass through or 
descend into the main Zouk club, housed 
in the middle of all the building’s activity, 
its sunken dance floor filled with a bath of 
pulsating music and moving bodies as the 
heart of the place itself.

Belgian DJ Lefto described this as “one of 
the most beautiful clubs in the world.”19 
And it all came about through the 
imagination, trust and devotion of its 
founder-architect. Prior to unveiling his 
own club, Lincoln was already spinning 
at the Warehouse discotheque on Sai Boo 
Road for two years where he first created 
a following for Zouk even before the club 
existed. There, he established himself as 

a shrewd businessman and tastemaker, 
whose successful ventures had bet on 
good design and an increasingly savvy 
and curious market in cosmopolitan 
Asia.20 This artistic sensibility was honed 
from a young age through painting, 
which led to his architectural education at  
Cornell University.21 

Coming of age amidst the 
psychedelic years of the 
sixties, Lincoln experienced 
Woodstock in the Summer 
of  Love,  made annual 
pilgrimages to Ibiza, and 
fully  embraced music 
culture, befriending DJs, club 
owners and creatives around 
the world. When he first 
brought together his early 
collaborators22 with diverse 
experience in design and art, 
they were set loose in Zouk to 
create a maximalist mishmash 
of designs, materials, and textures. And 
so from its inception to now, the place is 
characterized first by an atmosphere of 
“otherworldliness,” a material and artistic 
palette that referenced other cultures 
near and far, of myriad movements of  
popular culture. 

The initial concept, loosely based on 
studies of Moorish architecture, aimed 
at an all-white, smooth, and continuous 
hand-crafted appearance that went against 
the residual eighties’ aesthetic of all-black, 
literally edgy clubs. It was a challenge to 
execute and the hired contractors redid 
the textured plaster finishes several times 
to achieve the exact roughness Lincoln 
sought to convey of the surfaces of 
Mediterranean buildings. Zouk’s designs 
have continued to aim for radical impact 
and provocation at every scale and stage 
of the design process, manifested most 
completely in the final renovation of 
Velvet Underground completed in 2011 
by Lincoln and long-time collaborator, 
Phillips Connor. Surprising, meticulously 
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23	 “Every	piece	of	digital	equipment	goes	through	a	digital	to	analogue	converter.	GSA	is	the	best	sound	system	in	the	market	and	its	manufacturer,	Gary		
	 Stewart,	selects	each	of	his	clients	carefully.	The	sound	system	we	have	is	probably	the	most	advanced	system	of	any	club	in	the	world.	We	usually		
	 play	at	110	decibels,	but	it	can	go	up	to	145	decibels.”	There’s	a	little	button	in	the	booth	that	reduces	the	volume	if	a	DJ	cranks	it	up	too	high.	See		
	 “Lincoln	Cheng,” South China Morning Post,	27	November	2005. 
24	 Keith	Haring’s	“The	Hearing	Hand”	is	a	symbolic	artwork	for	the	club.	However	in	the	Velvet	Underground	remodel,	the	area	in	front	of	it	was	converted		
	 into	a	dance	floor	and	the	work	needed	protection.	The	team	could	not	find	a	large	enough	piece	of	Perspex	to	cover	the	artwork	and	so	it	had	to	be		
 covered with a black protective skin to prevent damage. 

fig. 10

fig. 11
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fig. 8

fig. 9
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8 — Photograph of the mostly 
unoccupied main Zouk 
dancefloor. Courtesy of Zouk. 
9 — Bathroom; mosaic fountain 
sink and partition with mirror 
by Israeli sculptor Delia Prvacki. 
Photograph by Nguan. 
10 — Tilework. Photograph 
by Y.
11 — Mezzanine floor plan of 
Zouk. Courtesy of Zouk.

25	 Other	early	collaborators	included	Australian	ceramicists	Phillip	Lakeman	and	Gary	Oldroyd,	and	landscapist	Trevor	Hillier.	The	following	artists	were		
	 commissioned	to	create	works	for	the	club:	Henri	Chen,	Massima	Iosa-Ghini,	Delia	Pvracki,	and	Ina	Conradi-Chavez.	His	art	collection	included	posters		
	 from	the	Avalon	Ballroom	by	Edward	Joseph	Sullivan.	Other	artists	featured:	Andy	Warhol,	Edvard	Munch,	Romero	Britto,	Frank	Stella,	Roy	Lichtenstein.		
	 Takashi	Murakami	(the	Murakami	prints	previously	placed	in	Velvet	were	moved	during	its	2011	refurbishment	and	a	new	selection	was	acquired	for	a		
	 dedicated	Murakami-themed	lounge	in	the	2014	revamp	of	the	Member’s	Area). 

considered details include the twelve 
lamps designed to cast shapes onto the 
ceiling, and the 500 unique horizontal 
wooden fins that form the entryway into 
the lounge.

More tellingly, even as the building 
underwent so many stylistic reinventions, 
each one more outlandish than the last, 
it has all coalesced into a harmonious 
coexistence of the new and old, and even 
historic features of the building. All these 
culminated in a universally understood 
aesthetic of something like a festive, tribal 
modernism that is hard to define in terms 
of style and aesthetics, but is evidently 
an uncompromising delight in design, 
engendering trust and rapport among its 
instigators. The spectacle is completed 
by the ever-changing props, designed 
and built by in-house production team 
(the club is known to spend upward of 
a quarter of a million dollars every year  
on production).
 
Lincoln’s eye for detail and his hands-
on approach elevated the music venue’s 
performance to global recognition. 
Each night he would attend to the sonic 
ambience of each dance room that he had 
fitted with a custom-made Gary Stewart 
Audio (GSA) system, fully analogue to 
produce a warmer sound.23 In the redesign 
of Velvet’s lounge, soundproofing material 
was ingeniously placed behind every 
possible surface in order to create an 

acoustically dead zone for the possibility 
of both listening to the music while 
having a conversation. Artworks are 
scattered across the building–the city’s 
most extravagant and yet practically 
nonchalant display of modern and 
contemporary artworks, including a 
selection of Takashi Murakami’s works, 
commissioned calligraphy by local artist 
Henri Chen, and collected pieces by Roy 
Lichtenstein and Keith Haring,24 to name 
a few from a staggering list.25 What seems 
puzzlingly intuitive at a first glance ends 
up coming together as an immaculate 
orchestration of one architectural vision 
of a different, delightful space for himself 
and his guests.

 Conclusion – Future, 
 Reflections
The building’s maintenance has been 
completely managed and executed by 
an in-house team—employees who 
have mostly worked in the building 
for decades. They are on duty every day 
including Saturdays, beginning each shift 
in the maintenance shed on the rear of the 
property where a whiteboard details notes 
from the previous night. In the morning, 
they see a very different Zouk; visibly 
worn in the daylight, the tiles cracked and 
paint peeling off its surfaces. This team has 
unflinchingly upkept the building even 
as it has been subjected to all sorts of use 
and abuse by the crowd; every artwork 
is checked and restored once a year by a 
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26	 	Melissa	Kok,	“S$500,000	revamp	for	Zouk,”	The Straits Times, 3 December 2014. 
27  Joyce Lim, “Zouk club founder eyes sites in town,” The Straits Times, 16 March 2015.  
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conservator. All of this is shrugged off or 
acknowledged with pride as necessary 
for the experience of the place.26 This is 
perhaps the breathtaking aspect of Zouk—
its lack of self-importance, as well as its 
ability to shake off its past iterations to 
continually reinvent itself and pursue the 
new, unhampered by its own reality. 

At times it would even seem that it has 
forgotten that it was a building or a 
club. For its incredible specificity, Zouk 
had lent itself to every type of patron in 
every way possible. It opened itself to a 
surprising amount of daytime activity for 
groups outside its usual clientele, hosting 
children’s events, flea markets, and local 
community initiatives including an eight-
course dinner for elderly residents of the 
nearby Tiong Bahru neighbourhood.27 
There is certainly an amount of truth in 
Lincoln’s tongue-in-cheek description of 
the place as “egalitarian.” 

When asked what his favourite memory 
of Zouk would be, he recalled a night 
when top New York DJ and friend Danny 
Tenaglia played a marathon twelve-hour 

set for the 2006 New Year’s party. It began 
just before midnight and went on past 
noon the following day, as the crowd 
counted down to the new year on both 
Singapore and New York time zones. That 
morning, Zouk provided hot breakfasts for 
everyone, “to keep everyone going”.

In order to “restore the building to its 
historical integrity,” SLA has asked that 
the property be returned in its original 
condition, and that Zouk’s interventions be 
almost completely reversed and undone. 
Even the poured concrete foundations 
are to be excavated. None of the existing 
furniture, finishes or artworks will be 
reinstated in the future premises. The 
lights will come on at Jiak Kim Street 
soon enough, but for now, the place is 
instructive in its rejection of closure 
and relentless pursuit of the liminal  
through design.

Acknowledgements: Accompanying images were 
prepared in collaboration with local photographer 
Nguan or provided by Zouk. Special thanks to 
Lincoln, Sofia, and the rest of the generous  
Zouk team.

fig. 13

fig. 12

12 — Bathroom; motifs and 
urinal by Israeli sculptor Delia 
Prvacki. Photograph by Nguan. 
13 — The main Zouk 
dancefloor, with a fountain 
dating to the 1990 construction 
converted into a podium, and 
designed props hanging from 
the roof. Photograph by Nguan.
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“Glass is both a substance and an ideology.” 
 – Francois Roche
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Defined as an “amorphous solid” 
for its curious atomic structure, the 
peculiarity of glass extends beyond its 
scientific properties and well into the 
historical, social, and political spheres. 
A highly symbolic material fraught with 
contradictory aesthetics, ideological 
tensions, and economic interests, glass 
has been the subject of much fascination 
throughout history and across geographies. 
The two defining characteristics of glass —
namely, its transparency and its fragility—
are ironically at odds at each other. To look 
through glass, to enjoy its transparency, 
is to forget its presence. Yet its fragility 
calls for an awareness of the corporeality 
of glass: it demands that we look at  
glass itself.

In the West, the transparency of glass 
has rendered it a symbol of rationality, 
enlightenment, and democracy, as attested 
to by the utopian projects of the Bauhaus 
and New Objectivity. Yet the bright hopes 
of a regenerative, post-war era of harmony 
quickly fractured into the fears of Big 
Brother and panoptic surveillance of the 

Cold War. Transparency was no longer 
emblematic of radiant openness. Instead, 
its see-through quality became precarious 
and threatening. Beyond the designation of 
political interests, glass has been co-opted 
by competing economic ideologies. From 
the socialist underpinnings of Corbusier’s 
Radiant City, to the glittering Parisian 
arcades that Walter Benjamin described 
as a manifestation of the contradictions of 
capitalism, it is clear that glass possesses a 
certain nebulousness that allows it to be 
reassembled into radically different frames 
of reading.

 An Architecture of Risk
In more recent times, glass has become 
synonymous with a world of neoliberalism 
and late capitalism. Perhaps nowhere is 
this more evident than in the office tower 
typology—a bastion of capitalism—
and its use of the curtain wall. In The 
Organisational Complex, writer Reinhold 
Martin illustrates the relationship between 
glass and capitalism. He takes the curtain 
wall to be the architectural driver of office 
towers and also the creator of the corporate 

1	 Reinhold	Martin,	The	Organizational	Complex.	(Cambridge,	MA:	MIT	Press,	2003),	95. 
2	 Ulrich	Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity,	trans.	Mark	Ritter	(London:	SAGE	Publications),	1992). 
3 Martin, The Organizational Complex, 7. 
4	 “A	History	of	Singapore’s	Glass	Industry	Development:	The	origins	of	glass,” The Singapore Glass Association, accessed 27 July 2016,  
	 http://sgmga.org.sg/history_15.htm.
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image. Despite its flatness, the curtain 
wall takes on a projected spatiality and 
depth: cubicle partitions and office suite 
dimensions until now were governed by 
the grid of the curtain wall. This in turn, 
has generated a whole design industry of 
standardized components and “modular 
assembly” such as office partitions, 
lighting fixtures and furniture.1 In this 
way, glass is not just a passive receptacle, 
but an architectural logic of organization 
unto itself. 

By the 1980s, the flows of capitalism had 
produced concerns of environmental 
degradation and resource depletion on 
a global scale. Martin hints that glass 
itself began to accrue a new meaning in 
light of what Ulrich Beck has called a 
“risk society”—a society whose mode of 
organization generates risk, and who self-
reflexively manages it.2 No other material 
sums up the self-reflexivity of a risk society 
more so than glass: its transparency has 
created the air-conditioned nightmare, and 
now, its continued use raises questions of 
maximizing thermal efficiencies and closed 
energy loops as forms of architectural  
risk management.

While glass has certainly had a long, 
illustrious history in the west, its 
universality and ubiquity is perhaps best 
expressed by Martin, who writes that “the 
curtain wall [...] switches architectural 
channels, from one corporation to another, 
one city to another, one module to another. 
This is the logic of organisation… these 
new buildings harbor a new horizontal 
network of open circuits ... this network 
reaches outside the city and ultimately 
across the globe, proliferating in lines of 
transportation and communication.”3

In following this transnational flow of 
material and ideology back to Singapore, 
Benjamin’s words on mimesis come to 
mind: that mimesis implies a translation, 
a difference. While it is still emblematic 
of modernity, capitalism, and dominance, 
glass reflects slightly different connotations 
here in Singapore. One might argue that 

glass embodies the concerns of Singapore’s 
small, open, vulnerable economy. Looking 
at the history of glass brings to the surface 
several dominant narratives of Singapore’s 
economic development.

The first of these economic narratives 
that glass highlights is our openness and 
dependence on other countries. Glass itself 
first came to Singapore via the routes of 
colonialism. Most of Singapore’s glass 
products in the 1800s were imported 
from England.4 Throughout the 60s, glass 
was imported from more industrialized 
countries such as Europe, Japan, and 
the USA.5 1969 marked a turning point 
for a newly-independent nation: the 
government enacted several restrictive 
regulations on the import of glass, fixing 
a quota in order to spur the growth of the 
glass industry in Singapore and encourage 
local merchants to invest and set up glass 
manufacturing factories.6 This was done 
with the goal of reducing dependency on 
imported glass products. However, the glass 
industry in Singapore still faced problems 
in terms of its own export market. Prior 
to 1973, Singapore’s main markets were 
in Malaysia and Indonesia. This changed 
when both countries established their 
own glass manufacturing plants and no 
longer depended on glass imported from 
Singapore—in fact, Indonesia began 
exporting glass to Singapore.7 

While the industry and economy of 
glass here in Singapore has embodied 
the attendant concerns of vulnerability, 
the reverse is also true—glass also 
was a way to exploit this openness by 
means of a globalizing economy. The 
Economic Development Board (EDB) 
was established in 1961 with the goal 
of attracting foreign direct investment. 
The EDB put in place fiscal policies such 
as tax incentives and offshore banking 
licences to draw international banks to 
set up in the Downtown Core, marking 
the transformation of the Golden Shoe at 
the heart of Singapore’s Central Business 
District (CBD), and its transformation into 
a financial epicentre. This redevelopment 

1  — Exterior view of 
IBM Manufacturing and 
Administrative Building, 
Rochester, Minnesota, 1956-
1958. Architect: Eero Saarinen. 
Photograph by Balthazar Korab. 
(Source: Library of Congress 
Prints and Photographs 
Division. No known restrictions 
for publications) 
2  — Exterior view of Lever 
House, New York City, 1952. 
Architects: Gordon Bunshaft 
of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill. 
(Source: Gabriel de Andrade 
Fernandes, https://www.flickr.
com/photos/gaf/. Reproduced 
under Creative Commons 
license).

5	 “A	History	of	Singapore’s	Glass	Industry	Development:	The	glass	distribution	for	neighbouring	countries,”	The Singapore Glass Association, 
	 accessed	27	July	2016,	http://sgmga.org.sg/history_41.htm. 
6	 “A	History	of	Singapore’s	Glass	Industry	Development:	The	founding	of	the	Singapore	Glass	Association,”	The Singapore Glass Association, 
	 accessed	27	July	2016,	http://sgmga.org.sg/history_43.htm. 
7	 “A	History	of	Singapore’s	Glass	Industry	Development:	Huge	changes	in	the	glass	market	and	trade	situations,”	The Singapore Glass Association,  
	 accessed	27	July	2016,	http://sgmga.org.sg/history_51.htm.
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was also reflected in the architectural 
landscape of the CBD. What had 
previously been a site dominated by low-
rise, colonial era buildings gave way to 
some of Singapore’s first office towers such 
as the Development Bank of Singapore 
(DBS) and the Central Provident Fund 
(CPF) building (Fig. 3), both of which were 
completed in the 70s. The glass facades of 
these office towers arguably were meant 
to raise investor confidence by projecting 
a sophisticated, globalized and modern 
image of Singapore. In this way, glass 
is correlative to Singapore’s open and 
globalized economy.

The second narrative that glass embodies 
is our unrelenting belief in engineering 
solutions of self-sufficiency. By the late 
70s, the focus in the glass manufacturing 
industry had shifted to more complex 
types of glass with the establishment of 
several glass processing factories from 
Taiwan and India.8 Climatic suitability, 
light permeation, heat isolation, safety 
and aesthetic features were taken into 
consideration.9 This changing focus can 
be attributed to the oil crises of the 1970s, 

after which several ASEAN countries 
put in place policies to manage the 
demand for oil. The oil crises “triggered 
some important debates in Singapore 
concerning energy usage levels across 
the built environment,”10 resulting in the 
government providing financial incentives 
such as import duties reductions, tax 
exemptions and credits on investments to 
encourage building developers to install 
equipment and new materials for energy 
conservation.11 By 1979, regulations on 
the use of air-conditioning were put in 
place.12 Buildings were required to achieve 
an overall thermal transfer value of below 
45 watts per square metre.13 Several of the 
first office towers in Singapore built prior 
to 1979, such as the International Plaza14 
have since replaced their facades in order 
to achieve better thermal transfer values.

Architecturally, the use of glass in the 
tropical context throws the question of 
thermal loading into even more pressing 
urgency. The direct sun and the higher 
climatic temperatures of the tropics mean 
that glass must eventually stage its own 
disappearance. Glass’ language of flatness 

8	 “A	History	of	Singapore’s	Glass	Industry	Development:	Taiwanese	and	Indian	Manufacturers	setting	up	glass	manufacturing	plants	in	Singapore,”			
 The Singapore Glass Association,	accessed	27	July	2016,	http://sgmga.org.sg/history_61.htm.
9	 “A	History	of	Singapore’s	Glass	Industry	Development:	Setting	up	a	glass	processing	manufacturing	plant,”	The Singapore Glass Association, accessed  
	 27	July	2016,	http://sgmga.org.sg/history_55.htm.	 
10	 Chang	Jiat-Hwee	and	Tim	Winter,	“Thermal	Modernity	and	Architecture,”	The Journal of Architecture	20,	no.	1	(2015):	111 
11	 Shankar	Sharma,	“Structural	Change	and	Energy	Policy	in	ASEAN,”	Energy Market and Policies in ASEAN, eds. Shankar Sharmar and Fereidun  
	 Fesharaki,	(Singapore:	Institute	of	Southeast	Asian	Studies,	1991),	41
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and transparency now becomes secondary 
to the myriad array of sun-shading devices, 
frit patterns, and tints that are available on 
the market today - it ironically has become 
more, but also less visible. 

This peculiar irony can be seen in Ken 
Yeang’s design for the National Library 
of Singapore, which is widely recognised 
for its “tropical modern” aesthetic. Yeang 
has articulated a language of horizontal 
planes with his use of sunshading and 
anti-glare devices that reach up to a 
depth of six metres in some places. These 
horizontal louvres acts as light shelves, 
deflecting natural light into deeper 
parts of the building while minimizing 
the transference of heat.15 In addition, 
the workspaces of the library utilize a 
responsive system of automated roller 
blinds to block out the afternoon sun. The 
effect of these carefully modulated design 
strategies is that when viewed from the 
outside, the use of glass takes a backseat 
to the strong architectural language  
of sunshading. 

This begs the question—why the heavy 
reliance on glass, if efforts to modulate 
its environmental and energy risks end 
up obscuring it? Beyond implications on 

use and labour/material costs, what I want 
to suggest here is that glass goes beyond 
architectures of risk and risk management, 
and this contributes to its continued use 
in contemporary Singapore architecture. 

 An Architecture 
 of Resilience
At first glance, it would seem that 
CapitaGreen tower by Toyo Ito and 
Associates, Architects, and RSP Architects 
Planners and Engineers is but another 
addition to the Shenton Way belt of glass 
skyscrapers. On closer inspection, the 
striking thing about its facade becomes 
clearer: the typically all-enclosing curtain 
wall sheath has been opened up and 
reduced to slits at some parts, thinning out 
into delicate streams that run down the 
building at varying intervals. The office 
suites have been set back from the facade 
to create decks of planting that encircle the 
building, and at several intervals, potential 
office space has been cleared to create  
sky gardens.

This could be read as a tropical adaptation 
of corporate ideologies of human 
efficiency and productivity. Throughout 
western architectural history, glass was 
hailed as a humanizing material as it 

3  — A	model	of	the	CBD,	with	
Shenton Way in the foreground 
and	two	early	models	of	DBS	and	
CPF	towers	on	the	left.	(Source:	
The Construction Review, volume 
2,	1972) 
4  — Exterior	view	of	the	National	
Library of Singapore building. 
Architects:	T.	R.	Hamzah	&	Yeang.	
(©	T.	R.	Hamzah	&	Yeang	Sdn.	
Bhd.	2016.) 
5  — Exterior	of	CapitaGreen	
(Source:	Author’s	photograph)

12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14	 Arthur	Sim,	“International	Plaza	to	undergo	$15m	makeover,”	The Business Times, 7 September 2006.  
15	 Sara	Hart,	EcoArchitecture: The Work of Ken Yeang.	(Chichester:	John	Wiley	and	Sons,	2011).	 
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supposedly provided better light and 
better working conditions, creating 
“more cheerful surroundings”16 that 
would boost labour productivity. In 
the light of increasing concerns of Sick 
Building Syndrome, CapitaGreen seems 
to mark a new juncture in corporate 
architecture—moving away from merely 
modulating health and environmental 
risks, towards reorganization to avoid or 
minimize these risks. I venture that glass 
has moved beyond an architecture of risk, 
and has been retooled into an architecture  
of resilience. 

Defined as the ability to withstand and 
recover from shock, “resilience” has 
gained some currency as an economic 
buzzword in recent times. However, 
the strategies for building resilience 
are not exclusively economic: beyond 
diversifying industries, investing in clean 
technologies, and increasing diplomatic 
and joint ventures, it has been suggested 
that the key to building resilience lies in 
education and a culture of innovation 
and design thinking. Singapore’s status 
as a design-driven economy has arguably 
been cemented by its acceptance into 
the UNESCO Creative Cities Network in 

February 2016, a platform meant to bolster 
cooperation between cities that have 
“identified creativity as a strategic factor 
for development.”17 

Creativity thus is a key strategy to achieve 
resilience. In this vein, DesignSingapore 
recently released a Design 2025 Masterplan 
that envisioned Singapore as a “thriving 
innovation-driven economy … [that is] 
highly adept at reinventing [itself] to 
meet the challenges of a rapidly changing 
world.”18 A panel of international design 
experts was invited by DesignSingapore 
to provide input on the Masterplan. As 
part of the diplomatic proceedings, the 
panel visited Gardens by the Bay and the 
LASALLE College of the Arts. The choice 
of these two sites brings up a dichotomy 
in the understanding of this much-
desired, oft-touted value of creativity. 
One site embodies the notion of creativity 
as a product, while the other, as a site of 
creative production, facilitates creativity 
as a process. 

Given that creativity and design thinking 
seem to be at the core of policy-making 
through a lens of resilience, I would like to 
take a closer look at the LASALLE campus 

16	 L.	Andrew	Reinhard	and	Henry	Hofmeister,	“New	Trends	in	Office	Design.”	Architectural Record,	97,	no.	3	(March	1945):	99. 
17 Arti Mulchand, “Creative Connections,” The Straits Times, 23 February 2016.  
18 “Design 2025: Singapore: A thriving innovation-driven economy and a loveable city – by design,” DesignSingapore, accessed 3 August 2016,  
	 https://www.gov.sg/~/sgpcmedia/media_releases/mcidsg/press_release/P-20160310-1/attachment/Media%20Release%20-%20Design%202025% 
 20Masterplan.pdf. 

6  — Interiorizing the window wall 
at	LASALLE.	(Source:	Kirk	Siang,	
https://www.flickr.com/photos/
kirksiang/. Reproduced under 
Creative	Commons	license). 
7  — Exterior	view	of	Bruno	Taut’s	
Glass	Pavilion	(Source:	From	
Deutsche Form im Kriegsjahr. Die 
Ausstellung Ko ln 1914. Jahrbuch 
des Deutschen Werkbundes 
(Munich:	F.	Bruckmann,	1915),	
plate	76)

fig. 7
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for its use of glass. The creative school 
is arguably a site of transgressions—a 
site meant to challenge and test limits. 
The use of glass here then seems to be 
an ill-suited material choice, for it puts 
the student on constant exhibition and 
imposes a gaze from passers-by, other 
students, and teachers. It cultivates an 
awareness that one is being watched, that 
one should be careful, even in a setting 
where carelessness should be tolerated. 
However, I contend that the use of glass 
in this building contributes to a larger 
narrative of resilience. Here, glass has been 
reframed as a material of resilience, rather 
than of risk.

 Looking Inwards
Completed in 2008, RSP’s design for the 
LASALLE resembles a black rock cleaving 
into two to reveal a glittering diamond 
within. An internal street is created, 
flanked on both sides by 7-storey high 
slanting glass window walls that overlook 
this concourse. Overhead, a canvas roof 
creates a space that is simultaneously an 
interior and an exterior. On one level, this 
is an attempt to mitigate the thermal load, 
but the act of internalizing the window 
wall also brings to the fore several aspects 
about glass that we take for granted.

The “interiorization” of the window 
wall highlights the symbolic property 
of glass as a medium of exchange, where 
the curtain wall has begun to build up 
the notion of glass as a sheath, as an 
envelope, as a boundary. Beatriz Colomina 
reminds us that “the history of the modern 
window is a history of communication.” 
To Colomina, “communication is basically 
about bringing the outside world in … and 
getting the inside out,” and to this end, 
glass “unambiguously represents the 
act of communication.”19 The internal 

window wall puts two clearly defined 
spaces into immediate dialogue with 
each other—the spaces of production 
and the concourse (and by extension, 
the outside world), thereby resurfacing 
the communicative quality of glass. This 
corresponds with the architects’ intentions 
to “offer varied ways for interaction, 
reflection and inspiration.”20 Glass is a 
gesture of openness and engagement, 
symbolically putting one in dialogue with 
the outside world as a starting point to the  
creative process. 

I venture that the use of glass here in the 
LASALLE campus goes beyond a medium 
of exchange, and is meant to create a 
platform that provides a heightened 
state of consciousness. To borrow from 
the Utopian socialists of the 1930s such 
as poet Paul Scheerbart and architect 
Bruno Taut, glass was capable of bringing 
about a new world order by creating a  
transformative platform:

 Glass created a new environment  
 for new kinds of experiences;  
 in fact, for a new subjectivity…  
 [Glass architecture would advance]  
 an immersive artistic environment:  
 a total work of art that integrated  
 glass construction… and that  
 induced an altered state of  
 consciousness or delirium as the  
 subject dissolved empathetically  
 to be at one with the world.21 

To Scheerbart and Taut, glass was a 
platform that allowed for this heightened 
mental state of communion with the 
world. Taut’s own Glass Pavilion of 1914 
was, by his own admission, a functionless 
one, meant purely to provoke something 
in the viewer. We can perhaps ascribe a 
similar logic to the use of glass here in 

19	 Beatriz	Colomina,	“Unclear	Vision:	Architectures	of	Surveillance,”	in	Engineered Transparency - The Technical, Visual, and Spatial Effects of Glass,  
	 ed	Michael	Bell	and	Jeannie	Kim,	(New	York:	Princeton	Architectural	Press,	2009),	78. 
20	 “La	Salle	College	of	the	Arts,”	RSP Architects,	accessed	6	August	2016	http://www.rsp.com.sg/project/show?id=220.	 
21	 Detlef	Mertins,	“Bioconstructivisms,”	in	Engineered Transparency - The Technical, Visual, and Spatial Effects of Glass,	edited	by	Michael	Bell	and	 
	 Jeannie	Kim.	(New	York:	Princeton	Architectural	Press,	2009),	35.
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22	 Gilles	Deleuze,	“Vincennes	Session	of	April	15,	1980,	Leibniz	Seminar,”	Discourse: Berkeley Journal for theoretical studies in media and culture,  
	 30,	no.	3	(1998):	77-97.
23	 Bletter,	Rosemarie	Haag,	“The	Interpretation	of	the	Glass	Dream-Expressionist	Architecture	and	the	History	of	the	Crystal	Metaphor,”	The Journal of the  
 Society of Architectural Historians,	40,	no.	1	(1981):	20-43.

the LASALLE campus: it is a platform for 
one to encounter a stimulus and attain 
a certain critical realization, after which 
the creative subject, i.e. the student in 
this case, is induced to action. To this end, 
glass facilitates the practice of creativity 
by enforcing a position of openness to  
the world.

It is this position of openness that heralds 
a narrative of resilience. Where the 
material of glass and its manufacturing 
processes once attributed vulnerability 
to our openness, the use of glass here 
in LASALLE can be argued to be an act 
of embracing openness. Specifically, 
the internal window wall has enabled 
notions of communication, networks and 
connections not only between students 
and a world of various stimuli, but also 
between Singapore and the rest of the 
world. In this way, glass has been reframed 
as a material of resilience.

 Through the Glass
For all its physical fragility, glass is a ductile 
material, moving along the economic, 
political and architectural “conduits” 
that continually reshape its meaning. Its 
predominant use in corporate architecture 
has associated glass with the risk economy 
of capitalism. Glass, like the flow of capital 
and commodities, crosses geographical 
borders. When deployed architecturally 
in the tropics, it becomes clear that glass 
is a symbol of risk management: As in the 
risk society of the 80s, it generates risk 
and then requires mitigatory systems of 
self-regulation. As a discursive material, 
glass absorbs and embodies the various 
narratives of the Singapore economy over 
the years: from its dependence on other 
countries, to the development of its niche 

manufacturing and engineering sectors, 
to its move towards resilience by building 
a knowledge economy and becoming a 
creative city. 

Glass is a flow. To borrow loosely from 
the philosophy of Deleuze, a flow is a 
“given” impetus that shapes the act of 
creation, where “creation consists in 
dividing, organizing, connecting flows.”22 
As evidenced by how the curtain wall 
can be said to be a generator of corporate 
architecture, glass is a logic of organization 
unto itself. However, in the case of the La 
Salle campus, glass is more than a rule 
of spatial organization. It is meant to 
drive the act of creation itself, providing 
a platform on which other flows—other 
materials, ideologies, stimuli—may be 
absorbed and marshalled. In this way, glass 
presupposes the necessity of openness, 
marking a departure from the economic 
narrative that openness is a position of 
vulnerability, thus becoming recast as a 
material of resilience.

In closing, I would like to raise one other 
curiosity latent in glass. Inasmuch as glass 
is a flow, its physical solidity, no matter 
how brittle, still renders it a barrier. Its 
transparency raises a unique tension 
between visibility and accessibility. This 
tension was the focal point of a past 
exhibition by NUS Museum, entitled 
Open Excess. The exhibition’s conception 
was when the art historian T.K. Sabapathy 
donated a sizable number of books (the 
titular excess) to the museum. Before 
cataloguing the books and placing them in 
the museum’s resource library, the books 
themselves inspired an exhibition – but 
yet again, instead of allowing any sort of 
browsing access, the books were placed 
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8  — Open Excess at the NUS 
Museum. (Courtesy of NUS 
Museum)

behind locked panes of glass. The gesture 
highlights the frustrating disjuncture 
between transparency and accessibility, 
and raises questions about the library, the 
role of publications, and the accessibility/
visibility of Southeast Asian discourse.

Taut’s glass architecture is a gesture 
borne of a moral imperative—his 1917 
publication Alpine Architecture put forth 
an image of a utopian city built in the 
Alps that was founded on his pacifist 
and communist ideals. Taut envisioned 
the entire city to be made of crystal, by 

its own inhabitants. In this way, “each 
sees in the great communality clearly the 
work of his own hands: each builds – in 
true sense…”23 Taut’s vision was one of 
inclusivity. In contrast, the glass wall in 
Open Excess materializes asymmetries of 
power in the politics of information—
despite its aesthetic of disappearance and 
dematerialization, glass also obstructs. The 
effect of this is a double image: while glass 
architecture here may borrow from Taut’s 
vision to signal bright hopes of a dynamic 
and resilient society, it also reveals 
invisible barriers within and outside that 
compromise the clarity of Taut’s dream.

fig. 8
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For many decades of the 20th century, 
city centres in the Asia Pacific and their 
hinterlands were built according to the 
traditions of Western construction and 
aesthetics. First imitating the urban 
typologies of Europe, and then the United 
States, brick, concrete and curtain-wall 
systems were used. The major Central 
Business Districts (CBDs) of the region 
were caught up in an attempt to align 
with the models of an advanced capitalist 
culture, often disregarding local building 
conventions and environmental responses. 
As a consequence, and in most cases, these 
buildings failed to perform climatically.1 
Also, despite the process of modernization, 
Asia Pacific cities have progressively been 
affected by a weakened sense of place; 
there is a lost connection with natural and 
cultural environments as well as the local 
building traditions relating the two.

In the wake of the rapid economic 
development in Asia during the past 
few decades, however, fast-growing 
cities in the region, such as Singapore, 
Bangkok, and Kuala Lumpur, have gained 
a new awareness of their socio-economic 
potential and restructured their political 
agendas. These cities have set ambitious 
plans for enhancing urban environments, 
with particular attention given to the use 
of local factors. Relying on favourable 
climatic conditions and specific cultural 
traditions, they are successfully updating 
their global image as environmentally 

friendly and sustainable cities of the 
tropics in order to attract more visitors, 
workers and investors while guaranteeing 
the status of “liveable cities.” 

New urban strategies based on climate-
specific design approaches are adopted 
to foster and represent regional identity. 
Architecture and infrastructure are 
strategically instrumentalized to 
reconfigure the urban image of cities and 
cultures, with exciting opportunities for 
design experimentation. The favourable 
climatic conditions of the Asia Pacific 
latitudes allow for a permeable type 
of building, opening up to new formal 
possibilities and the trialling of different 
architectural languages. Ultimately, 
it is a question of re-orienting the 
collective imaginary towards the new 
aesthetic of the tropics, defined to match  
economic achievements. 

In tropical regions, buildings do not 
have to insulate their interiors from cold 
weather, as is required in continental 
European cities. The basic requisite of the 
Western building envelope, functioning 
as a boundary between the private 
interior space and the exterior public 
realm, does not apply so strictly to the 
tropical building, which can be much 
more porous, perforated and connected to 
outdoor spaces. Instead of the use of the 
curtain-wall, architects are engaging with 
a more permeable kind of facade, a new 

1	 Kevin	Loo,	“Pretty	when	weathered,”	Blueprint Asia	(2010):	40-44. 
2	 Alejandro	Zaera	Polo,	“The	Politics	of	the	Envelope:	A	Political	Critique	of	Materialism,”	in	Volume	no.17	(2008):	78. 
3	 Bart	Barandgrent	and	Rivke	Jaffe,	eds.,	Green consumption: The global rise of Eco-Chic,	(London-New	York,	Bloomsbury,	2014),	86-99.
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“borderless space” produced by dissolving 
the envelope as an obstacle to flow, and 
spatial and visual continuity.2 

Asia Pacific cities are quickly shifting 
from the decentralised utopian model 
of the “garden city” to a more realistic 
programme based on the idea of the “city in 
a garden.”3 According to this programme, 
in which cities become denser, high-rises 
are increasingly designed according to a 
“green paradigm,” so as to reduce their 
level of consumption of energy, land, and 
water. As Alejandro Zaera-Polo observes, 
while most aspects of architectural 
projects are now controlled by project 
managers and specialist contractors who 
ensure the efficiency of project delivery, 
it is “the envelope [that] has become 
the last realm of architectural power.”4 
In this process, the design of so-called 
“tropical facades” becomes crucial. While 
operating as a device for the agenda of 
sustainability, including the provision of 
natural ventilation and protection from 
the sun (all components that are desired 
more in the real estate market5), the facade 
also provides a distinctive aesthetic that 
characterizes this new stage of growth 
in Southeast Asian tropical cities. At an 
urban level, their rhetorical potential is 
augmented by the height and centrality 
of the high-rises these new skins wrap up. 
Hence, the tropical facade is becoming 
an efficacious manifesto of a new policy 
for organizing the city and its social 

programme. The role of the facade in 
city-making is gaining greater relevance 
through its increasing autonomy as a 
designed element–not only its technologic 
autonomy but also its symbolic autonomy. 

In Singapore the conceptualization and 
construction of the “tropical city” has been 
systematically pursued over the last few 
decades, achieving revolutionary results. 
Let’s think of the urban landscape projects 
such as The Southern Ridges (2002–04) 
and the most recent Gardens by the Bay 
(2005–12) now two national icons. It’s no 
surprise that one of the architectural firms 
at the forefront of sustainable building 
design, WOHA (founded by Wong Mun 
Summ and Richard Hassell), is based in 
Singapore. Their tropical architectural and 
urban designs are operating as a template 
for other cities in the region determined to 
capture a new status as global destinations. 
The office has designed some of the most 
innovative inner-city projects, like the 
hotel-in-a-garden Parkroyal on Pickering 
(2013). As WOHA states: “Our towers are 
simple, yet radical. They demonstrate 
that the concept of tropical tall building 
as a natural ventilated, perforated, indoor-
outdoor, fully shaded furry green tower is 
central to tropical living.”6 These towers 
are central to WOHA’s utopian vision 
of the future city, where the green  
lush tropical elements of the building 
become totalizing.

4	 Polo,	“The	Politics	of	the	Envelope,”	79.
5 Peter Davey, “Monsoon cool”, The Architectural Review,	1294,	no.	216	(2004):	70.
6	 WOHA’s	concept	and	architectural	strategy	in	“The	Breathing	tropical	High-Rise”,	Architectural Design,	82,	no.	6	(2012):	115.
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The analysis of tropical facades and skins 
can be carried out on the assumption of 
the use of natural elements such as air, 
sunlight, and greenery or their evocation 
as essential design components. The 
adoption of three categories, the “living 
green facade,” the “breathing facade,” and 
the “evocative facade,” allows a systematic 
understanding of the numerous projects 
that are mushrooming in the region. In 
all cases, however, the approach to nature 
is far from naive.7 Neither authentic 
nor picturesque, nature undergoes a 
radical, as well as pragmatic process of 
experimentation and reinvention, in 
order to optimize its presence in the 
tropical metropolis through the use of 
sophisticated technological systems and 
symbolic forms. Therefore, the tropical 
facade does not aspire to express a nostalgic 
idea of exoticism; instead it has the 
function of conveying the state of wealth 
and progress that characterizes the most 
flourishing areas of the Asia Pacific region. 

The “living green facade” is created by the 
use of local natural plants over the vertical 
surfaces and operates like a filter that 
reduces dust, noise, and glare, exploiting 
the height of the building to reach out for 
air and sunlight. It is in verdant Southeast 
Asia that the green walls are at their 

greenest and most spectacular and are 
taken most seriously.8 The living green 
facade is conceived as a two-dimensional 
screen that operates through the intensive 
use of climbing plants, usually combined 
with automatic irrigation systems. It 
can also involve hydroponic gardens, 
which with their spongy texture are the 
metaphor for the experimental water-
saving system that cities like Singapore 
are fostering. In places that suffer from 
limited land availability—an increasingly 
common condition in the contemporary 
city—the living green facade is considered 
a possibility for visually intensifying 
the presence of nature in the city centre 
augmenting the perception of a lush 
landscape. In this respect, it retains a high 
degree of rhetoric. While generating an 
alternative urban scenography for the 
building and its surroundings, the creepers 
conceal the raw surfaces used as supports, 
becoming a sort of “living decoration.” 

WOHA’s Oasia Downtown hotel in 
the Tanjong Pagar district (2011–16) is 
a perforated and permeable tower of 
green in the heart of Singapore’s CBD.9 
Here the technique of the living green 
facade is combined with the replication 
of hanging gardens at different levels 
designed to complement the ground level 

fig. 1

7	 	Sandra	Kaji-O’Grady,	“Bamboo	beginning:	Green	Ladder,”	Architecture Australia	2	(2016). 
8	 	Peter	Fairley,	“The	Cultivated	Facade,” Architectural Record	204,	no.	7	(2016):	120-126. 
9	 	WOHA’s	website,	http://www.woha.net/.
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with its public and semi-public functions. 
Opened recently, the Oasia Downtown 
hotel presents a facade that looks like a 
naked structure, but will soon be a striking 
green vertical within Singapore’s urban 
infrastructure once plants cover its surface. 
Time is a factor in the building of a “living 
green facade,” as it takes a considerable 
while for the creepers to grow. However, 
this calculated slowness reflects the 
city as a living organism instead of an 
efficient machine. Similarly, the French 
Pritzker Architecture Prize Jean Nouvel, in 
collaboration with the botanist and artist 
Patrick Blanc, has recently delivered a 
series of projects in the Asia Pacific area, 
based on the idea of the vertical landscape. 
Le Nouvel (2016) in Kuala Lumpur is 
conceived as a structural trellis supporting 
a vertical garden, also called the “cultivated 
facade.”10 On the fringe of the Asia Pacific 
subtropical area, Nouvel and Blanc’s 
One Central Park residential building in 
Sydney (2013) was recently completed in 
collaboration with PTW Architects. Its 
vertical landscape covers approximately 
50% of the building’s facade area. Here 
fragments of “hydroponic gardens” hang on 
the facades as abstract painting, evocative 
of the future urban destiny of our cities. 
The iconic impact of One Central Park has 
been considerable and hydroponic gardens 

are now popping up at an increasing rate 
in the CBDs of Australian cities. The 
Botanic Gardens Visitors Centre in Cairns, 
North Queensland (2012), designed by the 
Australian firm Charles Wright Architects, 
challenges the rules of the architecture at 
the tropics. The small building is clad with 
mirror panels so as to reflect surrounding 
nature. In this way, its completely artificial 
facade becomes effectively a “(reflecting) 
green wall,” aligned with Cairns’ mission 
to be seen as a progessive city, nationally 
and globally significant.
 
Unlike the “living wall,” the “breathing 
facade” operates tri-dimensionally and 
is based on the idea of the reduction 
of the envelope. As observed by David 
Letherbarrow and Moshen Mostafavi, 
“while the dematerialisation of the wall 
can result in vacuous and impoverished 
architecture, it can also allow for 
the development of new modes of 
figurations.”11 The breathing facade forgoes 
its role of wrapping and decorating the 
building, like a skin would normally do. 
Instead, it becomes a mechanism whose 
operation is evident from the analysis 
of the section of the building, different 
from the living wall, whose overall 
effect is directly read from the elevation. 
Perforating the surface and bringing nature 

1 —  An image of Vertical Cities 
Asia - Project for Symposium 
by WOHA, 2011. (Courtesy  
of WOHA) 
2 —  Façade details of 
One Central Park, Sydney, 
by Ateliers Jean Nouvel 
and Patrick Blanc, 2014. 
(Photograph courtesy of 
Ateliers Jean Nouvel and 
Patrick Blanc).
3 —  View of Botanic Gardens 
Visitors Centre, Cairns, by 
Charles Wright Architects, 
2011. (Photograph by Patrick 
Bingham Hall, courtesy of 
Charles Wright Architects).

fig. 2

10	 	Fairley,	“The	Cultivated	Facade,”	120-126. 
11  David Leatherbarrow and Moshen Mostafavi, Surface architecture	(Cambridge,	MA:	MIT	Press,	2005),	80.

fig. 3
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into the thickness of the building, with its 
natural shade, coolness, and ventilation, 
the breathing facade erodes the rigid 
boundary between the interior and the 
exterior of the building and becomes an 
integrated system of different components. 
The breathing facade is designed to be a 
device with a high degree of porosity, a 
sort of buffer that distances the internal 
micro-cosmos of the high-rise from the 
hustle and bustle of the city. 

WOHA is pioneering the research of 
breathing facades.12 In the No. 1 Moulmein 
Rise (2003) in Singapore, the facade is 
based on the use of the so-called Monsoon 
window, a “projecting bay window with 
a sliding edge that can be opened to 
allow breeze in, but keep the rain out,”13 
studied on the example of the vernacular 
longhouses of Borneo. Here the vernacular 
element is revised and replicated as to 
generate the texture of one of the three 
types of facades of the high-rise. As 
Jennifer Taylor observes, WOHA’s thirty-
six-storey tower Newton Suites (2003–07), 
a Singapore condominium, comes across 
as “a unique exploratory statement.”14 Here 
vertical green walls and large protruding 
balconies are combined and integrated 
in the structure of the facade. In The 
Met (2009) built in Bangkok, WOHA 
designs “sky swvvpaces” every 20 storeys, 
providing communal living areas and sky 
gardens. The facade is thus perforated, 
allowing the natural breeze and moist air to 
penetrate the architecture. In this project 

the breathing facade becomes a driving 
principle in the overall typological scheme 
of the building. Kevin Low/Small Office’s 
PJ Trade Centre (2009) in Kuala Lumpur 
is another successful example of tropical 
facade design. Combined with other local 
design strategies, such as the thin cross-
ventilated masses of the four towers, the 
facades are an alternation of garden-walls, 
three-metre-wide verandahs and screens  
of patterned locally-produced precast vents, 
designed to allow weathering and pollution 
to become a natural patina.15 According  
to what Loo calls, the “Malaysian 
paradigm,” the integration of different 
systems borrowed from the local 
construction tradition eventuate in a cheap, 
effective tropical building based on low  
energy consumption.

The breathing facade has been successfully 
experimented with on a smaller scale by 
other architects in the region. The Tropical 
Box House by WHBC Architects in Kuala 
Lumpur (2015) is separated from the street 
by a gridded facade that gives privacy and 
provides support for tropical climbing 
plants. The Vietnamese Vo Trong Nghia 
has designed a small urban residence, the 
Stacking Green house (2011), in Ho Chi 
Minh City, whose facade has completely 
lost the traditional wall/window 
relationship. Instead, horizontal cuts 
across the facade are filled with greenery, 
providing shade and natural ventilation 
to the interiors. 

4 —. Sectional details of 
Newton Suites, Singapore, 
by WOHA, 2007. (Drawing 
courtesy of WOHA).
5 —  View of monsoon 
windows at No. 1 Moulmein 
Rise, Singapore, by WOHA, 
2003. (Photograph by Tim 
Griffith, courtesy of WOHA). 
6 — View of layered façade at 
PJ Trade Centre, Kuala Lumpur, 
by Kevin Mark Low, 2006. 
(Photograph courtesy of Kevin 
Mark Low). 
7 —  Sectional perspective 
highlighting the use of 
passive design strategies 
and vegetation to ameliorate 
urban heat and noise, and 
provide for comfort in Stacking 
Green, Ho Chi Minh City, by Vo 
Trong Nghia Architects, 2011. 
(Drawing courtesy of Vo Trong 
Nghia Architects).

12	 	Micaela	Busenkell	ed.,	WOHA: Breathing Architecture		(New	York:	Prestel,	2012).
13	 	Wong	Mum	Sum,	Richard	Hassell,	Alina	Yeo,	“The	breathing	tropical	high-rise,” Architectural Design,	82,	no.	6	(2012):	112-115. 
14	 	Jennifer	Taylor,	“Newton	Suites”,	Architecture Australia	98,	no.	1	(2009). 
15	 	Kevin	Loo,	“Pretty	when	weathered,”	40-44.

fig. 7
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8 — Façade of The Tropical 
Box House, Kuala Lumpur, 
by WHBC Architects, 2015. 
(Photograph by Kent Soh, 
courtesy: WHBC Architects). 
9 — The new canopy at The 
National Gallery Singapore by 
studioMilou, 2015. (Photograph 
by Chang Jiat Hwee).
10 —  Axonometric drawings 
of Vertical Forest, Milan, by 
Boeri Studio (Boeri, Barreca, La 
Varra), 2009-2014. (Drawings 
courtesy of Stefano Boeri 
Architetti)

fig. 9

fig. 8
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The renovation of the Singapore 
National Gallery (2006-15) by the French-
Singaporean studioMilou has offered 
the opportunity to rethink the “tropical 
facade” in a more symbolic way. Two 
institutional buildings, Singapore’s 
former city hall and courthouse, have 
been merged into a new national art 
gallery. A tree-like structure dominates 
the existing empty spaces between the 
buildings which had been turned into 
the main hall. Somewhat referencing the 
supertrees of the Gardens by the Bay, the 
manufactured tree is part of Singapore’s 
new trend of using artificial nature to 
enrich its public spaces. It also supports an 
elegant canopy made from golden filigree 
and glass, like a Victorian drapery hanging 
from the new rooftop addition. The canopy 
is the reinterpretation of the traditional 
palm-leaf thatching typically used in the 
tropical region.16 Although the interiors 
are fully air-conditioned, the canopy 
provides visual porosity and its lightness 
contrasts with the heavy monumentality 
of the existing colonial buildings. 

The successful aesthetic of the tropical 
facade, regardless of their political 
implications, is increasingly intriguing 

western societies, traditionally more 
reticent to use “green walls” for the cost 
of maintaining them. Notwithstanding, 
Nouvel and Blanc have been fostering 
the idea of the green wall in temperate 
climates, starting with their Museé du 
Quai Branly (1999–2006) in Paris. Also 
Blanc’s poetic wall at the Caixa Forum, 
its contrast with the smoothness of the 
stone of the existing building and the 
rustiness of the cladding utilised in the 
Herzog & de Meuron’s extension, has 
gained considerable attention. Further 
experimentation in the residential 
typology has been carried out in Paris, 
with the Flower Tower (2005) by Edouard 
François, and in Milan, with the Vertical 
Forest (2006–13) by Stefano Boeri, Andrea 
Barreca and Giovanni La Varra. Despite 
the designers’ effort to make the facade 
as green as possible during the warm 
seasons, in fall and winter, the vegetation 
cannot help but show its deciduous nature, 
somehow conjuring up the contemporary 
state of a fragile European society. The 
“evergreen buildings” of Southeast Asia’s 
tropical region, on the other hand, stage 
the unstoppable elevation of dynamic 
economies and societies.

16 	Alexandra	A.	Seno,	“National	Gallery	Singapore	studioMilou	Architecture”,	Architectural Record,	204,	no.	2,	(2016):	98-104. 

fig. 10
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1a — The N.A.A.F.I. Brittania  
Club just after completion  
in 1953. (Source: Quarterly 
Journal of Institute of Architects 
of Malaya)

1b — The SAF NCO Club in 
2009, with its historic character 
completely obscured by 
insensitive latter-day alterations

fig. 1b

fig. 1a

 Materiality and ‘Authenticity’  
 in Heritage Conservation
Historic building fabric speaks of long-
lost construction techniques, fine 
craftsmanship, and hidden local industrial 
histories. The architectural material 
palette brings forth vivid imageries 
and evokes memories of a bygone era 
through colour, texture, and patterns. It 
has been argued that the conservation 
of historic “materiality” would ensure 
that intrinsic artistic value and socio-
cultural significance are transmitted to 
future generations in an “authentic” and 
appreciable way. Material authenticity is 
the most immediate conveyor of historical 
knowledge and meaning, and irreplaceable 
once lost.

In Europe, the debate on authenticity in 
architectural conservation is as old as 
the discipline, represented by two main 
schools of thought led by French architect 
Viollet-le-Duc on one hand, and English 
artist and historian John Ruskin on the 
other. The former argues that the ultimate 
aim is to “restore” stylistic coherence by 

reconstructing the “missing components” 
of a historic building,1 even if there is 
insufficient documentation of the lost 
parts, or even if such a rendition never 
existed in history. Ruskin decries that such 
an approach would risk inflicting “ the 
most total destruction which a building 
can suffer: a destruction out of which no 
remnants can be gathered: a destruction 
accompanied with false description of 
the thing destroyed… it is impossible, as 
impossible as to raise the dead.”2 

Such vigorous debate of visual coherence 
versus authenticity continues in built 
heritage conservation practice today, with 
results spanning the spectrum between 
the two positions. 

Till recent years, architectural conservation 
in the local scene had appeared to be 
largely tilted towards the image-driven; 
heritage structures were mostly seen as 
a shell or backdrop to new interventions 
and function, or as part of a photogenic 
street frontage. This way of thinking took 
root in the 1980s when, amidst large-

1	 Eugene-Emmanuel	Viollet-le-duc,	“Restoration”	in	Historical and Philosophical Issues in the Conservation of Cultural Heritage, ed Stanley Price,  
	 Nicholas,	et	al.	,	(Los	Angeles:	The	Getty	Conservation	Institute,	1996),	314. 
2 John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture,	(New	York:	John	Wiley,	1852)	fascimile	edition,	161.
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scale urban renewal, a sharp drop in 
tourist numbers first gave impetus to an 
officially sanctioned heritage conservation 
movement in Singapore. With an emphasis 
on recapturing “postcard views” of old 
Singapore, regulatory guidelines have 
been heavily centred on the facades, where 
presumed visual coherence is prioritized 
over material or craft authenticity. 

No doubt it is critical to enhance the 
presentation of these once-dilapidated 
structures so as to establish the broad-
base appeal of conservation and facilitate 
their re-integration in modern city plans. 
However, the preoccupation for the skin-
deep becomes problematic if superficial 
beautifying or even the false interpretation 
of facades are mistaken for legibility and 
heritage presentation. The aesthetic 
outcome would then take precedence over 
authentic material, craft, construction, and 
long-term building performance. 

Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, it 
became de rigueur to finish colonial era 
buildings in whitewash or pastel hues, 
regardless of the original facade material 
or colour. Instead of rigorous research, 
documentation, and investigation, the 
tendency was to pigeonhole historic 
architectural styles. Architects mostly 
concerned themselves with the problem 
of which “golden age” the building should 
be restored to, purging elements that 
may not fall in line with such period-
themed approach. The result was the 
loss of complexity, material richness, 
and innovative knowledge embodied in 
much of Singapore’s cosmopolitan urban  
built heritage. 

Actual conservation works and material 
selection were in fact largely left in the 
hands of builders and artisans, assumed 
to possess better hands-on knowledge of 
how to deal with or execute “traditional 
construction.” Unfortunately there has 
been a steady decline in construction 
craft and knowledge due to the lack of 

established builders’ guilds or institutions. 
More often than not, contractors 
improvised with unverified methods and 
materials, while expedient and superficial 
quick fixes became widespread. Original 
ornamental features such as mouldings 
were excessively redone, replaced and 
simplified; fair-faced bricks were painted to 
make them look new; and historic Shanghai 
Plaster finishes were approximated using 
textured epoxy coatings. Much of the 
early restoration attempts in fact led to 
the systematic depletion and obscuring of 
authentic materiality, and cumulatively, 
to the unsettling sense that Singapore’s 
historic districts appear artificial and 
overly new.
  
 “Unmasking” the former   
  NAAFI Brittania Club
An example of the general attitude 
towards retrofitting Singapore’s post-
war buildings is the 1990s renovation 
of the former Navy, Army and Air Force 
Institute (NAAFI) Brittania Club – better 
known as the Singapore Armed Forces 
Non-Commissioned Officers’ (SAF NCO) 
Club, located along Beach Road.

Completed in 1953, the building was 
designed by Shanghai-based British firm 
Palmer & Turner to provide refreshment 
and canteen facilities for UK troops at 
subsidized prices. “One of the largest 
establishments of its kind east of Suez,” the 
clubhouse was also the first government-
built recreation club open to “all servicemen 
and women of all races”— a significant 
development in colonial Singapore where 
racial and class segregation were the norm 
in the pre-war years. The distinctive mid-
20th century architecture comprises two 
interlocking and contrasting volumes. 
The volume fronting Beach Road is 
articulated as a solid block with minimal 
openings to lend an air of exclusivity. The 
restrained configuration of horizontal 
and vertical slit windows is accentuated 
with modernist concrete hoods. Archival 
building plans and photographs reveal 
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fig. 2a

fig. 2b

3	 The	former	NCO	Club,	together	with	the	former	SSVF	Drill	Hall	and	two	other	buildings	in	the	former	Beach	Road	Camp,	were	conserved	by	URA		
	 and	included	as	part	of	a	Government	Land	Sales	launched	in	2007.	Subsequently	the	site	was	redeveloped	by	South	Beach	Consortium	into	a	mixed		
	 use	commercial	cum	residential	development.	The	masterplan	and	design	is	by	Foster+Partners,	and	Aedas	is	the	Architect	QP. 

fig. 3

that the tactile quality of the facade was 
given by its terracotta- and travertine-
facing. In contrast to the solid front, the 
rear volume is a tropical composition 
of deep eaves, light structure, openness, 
and porosity, where two levels of shaded 
verandahs provide generous views out 
to the club swimming pool and sea  
view beyond. 

Following the British military withdrawal 
from the island, the building became the SAF 
NCO Club with government acquisition in 
1972. A series of renovations were carried 
out through the years, including painting 
over the terracotta and marble facade in 
white. Another facelift in 1994 saw the 
addition of pediments, circular columns 
and rusticated plasterwork, obliterating its 
modernist facade in poor mimicry of the 
late-Victorian architecture of Raffles Hotel 
across the road. By the time the structure 
was gazetted for conservation in 2001, with 
the premises vacated and the site slated 
for redevelopment in 2007,3 the original 
modernist aesthetics of the building had 
become barely discernable. 

The main conservation intent therefore 
involved the reinstatement of key design 
features to recover the heritage character 
of the building. This included the removal 
of insensitive latter-day interventions, 
reinstatement of historical design and 
materials, as well as replacement of 
badly damaged historic elements to 
match closely the originals in design  
and materials. 
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2a & b — Original colour and 
texture of the brick tiling after 
paint removal and restoration 
. 
3 — The fully restored facade 
of the former NCO Club after 
two years of painstaking work. 

Not all historic fabric 
can be successfully 
restored to its original 
state, even if there is 
such conservation intent. 
There are sometimes 
unexpected and external 
factors at play that 
required unconventional 
conservation strategies, 
while remaining 
sympathetic to the 
historic character.

The 1950s was an important period of 
architectural development in Singapore, 
transiting from pre-war Art Deco 
Modernism to the post-war ‘International 
Style’ Modernism. The modernization of 
the building industry saw experimentation 
with building materials that profoundly 
influenced the way architects envisioned 
and created new forms. With much of 
Singapore’s Modernist heritage buildings 
lost through demolition or inadequate 
remodelling, the NCO Club is a rare 
example with intact historic modern 
finishes such as brick tiling, thin stone 
veneer, glass blocks, terrazzo, and mosaic.  

 Restoring the modern facade
Terracotta tiling, invented to simulate 
fair-faced brickwork at a much reduced 
cost and higher efficiency, is one such 
representative modern material. These 
brick tiles with hand-tooled groove lines 
came in a variety of earth tones ranging 
from rust red to dark brown, resulting 
in a visually delightful simulation of 
brickwork; in fact, no two pieces are 
exactly identical. The evidence of artisanal 
workmanship in a mass-produced building 
component undoubtedly imparts a unique 
aesthetic quality and heritage character. 

Modern quarrying and cutting technology 
in the 1950s also enabled the use of natural 
stone as a cladding material, becoming a 
popular choice in the resource-strapped 
post-war era, for buildings that required 
some degree of decorum. The travertino 
romano panels lined the base of the front 
facade with its smooth finish and elegant 
muted tones, a counterpoise to the rustic 
brick tiles.  

These facade finishes were however 
obscured beneath thick layers of latter-day 
elastomeric waterproofing paint, cement 
render, and faux columns and pediments. 
These insensitive additions were initially 
thought to be not removable without 

causing damage. Following weeks of 
trials, having ruled out acidic and caustic 
chemicals, as well as high-pressure waterjet 
as being too harsh and abrasive, a sensitive 
paint removal method was derived. 
Extreme caution still had to be taken in 
the process especially for the fragile stone 
facing. Fortunately, the latter-day faux 
columns and pediments were found to 
be of reversible construction since these 
were hollow steel framing bolted onto the 
marble, with a thin finish layer of sprayed 
cement on wire mesh. The cement cover 
was manually chipped away using hand 
tools for fear of damage from excessive 
vibration had conventional mechanical 
breakers been used.

For the brick tiles, sensitive localized 
repairs to chipped tiling modules and 
repointing of damaged mortar were carried 
out. Existing brick tiles from walls that 
were demolished were carefully salvaged 
for reuse in the restoration process, while 
new brick tiling were 
faithfully replicated to 
make up for the shortfall 
in replacement tiles. These 
replica tiles are made of 
pigmented l ime-based 
material, complete with 
individually hand-tooled 
groove lines. 

Once exposed, the majority 
of travertine panels were 
found to be heavily stained, 
with extensive cracks and 
holes where the latter-day 
elements were attached. 
Each panel—more than 
a hundred in total—was 
treated as individual “art pieces” that 
received close scrutiny and were skillfully 
repaired by restoration artisans over many 
months. Base repairs were carried out 
using an epoxy-based filler mixed with 
Travertino powder to obtain close colour 
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and tonality match with adjacent intact 
stonework. The finishing touch required 
a high degree of artistic interpretation 
and execution to introduce texture that 
assimilated the appearance of Travertine 
marble by using sculpting tools. 

 Selective revelation: the 
 former SSVF Drill Hall
Not all historic fabric can be successfully 
restored to its original state, even if there 
is such conservation intent. There are 
sometimes unexpected and external factors 
at play that required unconventional 
conservation strategies, while remaining 
sympathetic to the historic character. 
The former Straits Settlements Volunteer 
Force (SSVF) Drill Hall is another heritage 
building within the same development 
that underwent a protracted process of 
exploring different alternatives. 

Inaugurated in 1933, the Drill Hall served 
as the headquarters of the Singapore 
Volunteer Corps (SVC), which began as a 
part-time European volunteer armed force, 
and expanded in the 1930s to become a 
quasi-professional front line unit. The Drill 
Hall holds great historical significance in 
Singapore’s defence and nation-building 
history—firstly as a Remembrance Day 
memorial site for WWII SVF veterans, and 
secondly as the birthplace of the Singapore 
Armed Forces (SAF). The passing-out 
parade of the first batch of 400 national 
servicemen was held there in 1954, a year 
after conscription of male citizens for 
national service was introduced. 

Originally designed by the colonial Public 
Works Department under Government 

Architect Frank Dorrington Ward, the new 
Drill Hall presents an impenetrable front 
with axial symmetry, stepped profile, and 
slit openings, alluding to a Mayan ziggurat, 
or a defensive fortification. The stylized 
Art Deco design was void of conventional 
ornamentation save for a central strip of 
cast iron glazed panel on the main facade, 
and a stringcourse etched along the facade 
perimeter, articulating the crisp terraced 
profile. Viewed from the side, the stepped 
form, flat-roofed balconies and cut-out 
openings recalled the tiered decks of an 
ocean-liner. 

 Original versus historicised
Compared to the neighbouring NCO 
Club, the Drill Hall’s original facades did 
not undergo extensive modifications; 
its restoration was thus assumed to be 
a straightforward process of addressing 
weathering deterioration on what 
appeared to be white plain-plaster facade. 
However, site investigations led to a crucial 
discovery that resulted in a complete 
change in the conservation approach—
the original facade was entirely finished 
in Shanghai plaster.

Concealed under latter-day plaster skim 
coat and paintwork, the distinctive 
granulated texture of Shanghai plaster 
was first noticed at the base plinth, where 
the coatings had weathered badly. Further 
material sampling and petrographic 
analysis concluded that the entirety of 
each facade should be finished in this 
material. From close scrutiny of archival 
photographs, it appeared that the white, 
smooth finish was present only from 
the late 1940s onwards and remained for 
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4 — SSVF Drill Hall in 1931 just 
completed [Source: SS PWD 
Annual Report] 

5a &5b — Comparison of the 
Drill Hall facades during pre- 
and post-WWII periods (top and 
bottom photos respectively). 
It appears that the original 
Shanghai Plaster was totally 
concealed and smoothened 
over after the war. [Source: 
Malayan Volunteers Group].

fig. 5a

fig. 5b
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6 —  Matching the existing 
Shanghai Plaster required 
considerable effort in analysing 
its material characteristics 
(aggregate size, mineralogical 
properties, mix composition 
and so on).

7a —  A new breathable 
mineral paint was chosen for 
its ability to seal the numerous 
map pattern cracks, but does 
not obscure the texture of the 
Shanghai Plaster.

7b —   The SSVF Drill Hall  
after restoration.

fig. 6

fig. 7a

nearly six decades. However, two pre-
war era photographs showing darkened, 
textured walls hinted at dirt streaks 
and water staining marks typical of  
the material.

The original Shanghai plaster (generically 
known as “artificial stone” or “granolithic 
plaster”) was a  greyish architectural finish 
of stone chipping aggregates bound by a 
cement binder, with a naturalistic stone-
like texture. It was undoubtedly deployed 
to impart gravitas to the Drill Hall. Aptly 
used for a military building designated 
for ceremonial and formal occasions, the 
fort-like facade in this material would 
have appeared stern, even forbidding. On 
a wider urban scale, the grey granolithic 
Drill Hall along Beach Road resonated 
with the then seafront promenade 
of contemporaneous mercantile and 
institutional buildings finished in the 
same material along Collyer Quay (Union 
Building, Clifford Pier, General Post Office), 
across the Padang (Municipal Building), to 
the eastern coastline of Singapore. 

The advent of Shanghai plaster during 
the interwar years marked a significant 
progress in local building craftsmanship. 
Traditional lime plaster and stucco 
work could only be created in situ, and 

depended heavily on skilful artisans 
who were limited in number. In contrast, 
artificial stone had the flexibility for both 
on-site hand-rendering, and off-site pre-
cast production. Fine details could be 
reproduced over and over again using 
just one well-made mould. Moreover, as 
a self-finished material, it is more durable 
and resistant to weathering. As such, 
Shanghai plaster was then considered a 
prestigious material that imparted a sense 
of dignity, and its proliferation defined the 
monumental character of Singapore’s city 
skyline in the interwar years. 

Notwithstanding the heritage significance 
of this discovery, the “new” appearance of 
the Drill Hall, after complete removal of 
the latter-day skim coat and paintwork, 
engendered much debate amongst the 
project team. At the forefront was the 
public image of the building, raising 
concerns of whether its forbidding 
countenance ran counter to its new use 
as a hotel banquet hall, which needed to 
look welcoming. 

On the other hand, the key technical 
question was, is there a reason why the 
facades were completely skim-coated 
over?  The answer became apparent when 
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fig. 7b

a comprehensive condition survey of 
the Shanghai plaster was carried out. It 
was found to contain very high cement 
content, and presented extensive map-
pattern cracks due to shrinkage during 
the rendering process. These were likely 
due to the suboptimal original plaster mix 
and inconsistent workmanship. Debonded 
render in localized areas had to be replaced.
Grading analysis of the stone aggregates 
was carried out to identify the mix 
composition and proportion in different 
parts of the facade, to aid repair work. It 
was verified that up to four different mixes 
in varying colours and textures were used 
to articulate the various design elements 
such as the ornamented glazing and the 
base plinth. 

 A hybrid solution
A number of options were explored—re-
facing the entire facade in new Shanghai 
plaster, or re-rendering in plain-faced 
plaster (in recognition that this was the 
more familiar and historicized, post-war 
appearance recalled by generations of 
national servicemen), or simply repainting 
the facades. Priority was given to preserve 
the building’s material authenticity as 
much as possible. However, due to the 
extensive problems concerning material 

and workmanship, it was decided that 
the conserved Shanghai plaster could not 
be left exposed, and required protective 
finishing treatment to preserve it for 
posterity. After careful patching repairs 
were completed, a consolidant product 
was applied onto the friable surfaces to 
restore its material strength. 

Finally, a mineral paint was selected, 
after conducting trials using various 
coating systems that would seal the map-
pattern cracks, and yet be thin enough to 
enable the texture of Shanghai plaster to 
be discernable. At the same time, it was 
also decided that selective architectural 
features such as the plinth, perimeter 
string courses, and the ornamented 
window surrounds would be left exposed 
in their original Shanghai plaster finish. 
A colourless silane-siloxane- based water 
repellent was applied to treat these 
areas. Balancing design, functional, and 
heritage presentation considerations, the 
final restoration outcome preserved the 
historic building fabric and accentuated 
the Art Deco architectural expression; it 
acknowledged its historicized appearance 
as a whitewashed building, while 
enhancing its public face. 
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8a —   The Capitol Theatre 
was accessed via the ground 
floor passageway of Namazie 
Mansions (highlighted 
 by arrow). 

8b — The prominent street 
corner facade of Namazie 
Mansions served as the 
‘portal’ of Capitol Theatre. 
[Source: Journal of the 
Singapore Society of Architects 
Incorporated]

8c —   The ornamented 
interiors of Capitol Theatre 
echo the façade elements 
found on Namazie Mansions. 
[Source: Journal of the 
Singapore Society of Architects 
Incorporated] 

9a —  Condition of Capitol 
Theatre auditorium in 2010, 
clad in acoustic lining likely 
added during the 1980s 
(Photograph by Jeremy San 
Tzer Ning)

9b —  The historic Art Deco 
ornamentation were re-
discovered after removal of 
the acoustic panels, albeit in 
severely damaged condition.

fig. 8a

 Recovering the interiors
 of Capitol Theatre
Given the emphasis on image, local 
conservation regulations and practice tend 
to prioritize facades, often allowing for the 
gutting out and complete remodeling of 
interiors. While the exterior of a historic 
building may be its most prominent visible 
aspect, or its “public face,” well-restored 
interiors effectively immerse visitors in 
history. Like heritage facades, if not more 
so, historic architectural interiors embody 
the material craft, tradition, knowledge, 
and cultural values of a past era, and 
integral to the buildings’ heritage value.

Due to the lack of legislative protection, 
unfortunately, most “conserved” buildings 
here are void of their historic interiors, 
creating a disjuncture between the 
exterior and interior. Departing from 
this norm, Capitol Theatre is the first 
conserved building to have its interior 
details stipulated for preservation in 
the URA Conservation Guidelines. Even 
more unusual is the requirement that its 
original use as a performance venue was 
to be retained.

The restoration of Capitol Theatre,4 
which is the last of the great single-hall, 
large-screen theatres still in existence in 
Singapore, presented a rare and challenging 

opportunity in the conservation of historic 
interior materiality. 

Designed by the architectural firm Keys 
& Dowdeswell to house nearly 2,000 
spectators, Capitol Theatre, completed 
in 1931, was one of the largest buildings 
of its kind in pre-war Malaya. Reinforced 
concrete was employed for its structural 
economy and fire-proof properties. 
Brossard Mopin, a French engineering 
and construction firm and pioneer of 
ferro-concrete construction in Europe, 
undertook the building works, bringing 
in cutting edge reinforced concrete 
technology such as shell construction.

 Recovering the historic interiors
 “In Malaya, we have been accustomed  
 to blank walls relieved with a few gold  
 lines, here and there or plain colours in   
 distemper, but it will be observed  
 that the Capitol decoration scheme is  
 of a different type with its artistic  
 walls panels, colour settings, and  
 beautiful golden dome … The stage is  
 almost too elaborate for a mere  
 cinema. Delicate shades of silk  
 draperies hung in front of the screen,  
 while coloured lights played about the  
 fovlds, changing then in turn to tints  
 of grey, orange and blue.”
 — The Straits Times, 1930
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fig. 8b fig. 8c

fig. 9b

fig. 9a

4	 The	Capitol	Theatre,	together	with	two	other	historic	properties	Capitol	Building	and	Stamford	House,	were	conserved	by	Urban	Redevelopment		
	 Authority	(URA)	and	included	as	part	of	a	Government	Land	Sales	launched	in	2010.	The	site	was	redeveloped	by	Capitol	Investment	Holdings	 
	 into	a	mixed	use	commercial	cum	residential	development.	The	masterplan	and	design	is	by	Richard	Meier	and	Partners,	and	Architects	61	is	the		
 Architect QP. 

The formal entrance to the Theatre 
was via the elaborately designed street 
corner of Namazie Mansions (presently 
Capitol Building), with a through way to 
the lobby of the Theatre tucked behind. 
This was a common arrangement for 
show venues in the pre-war years, when 
street frontage was reserved for footfall-
dependent concessions. The exteriors of 
the two buildings present a stark contrast: 
The heavily rusticated Namazie Mansions 
featured articulated ornamentation while 
the Theatre’s facades were restrained, 
almost utilitarian. Nonetheless, the 
owners of Capitol Theatre spared no 
effort in impressing visitors with its 
theatre hall, replete with intricate 
mouldings, silk curtains, domed ceiling, 
and elegant colours, and an elaborate 
proscenium for live performances. In 
particular, ornamental elements such as 
rustication, corbels, fluted panels and reed 
bunch mouldings in the Theatre echoed 
those found on the facades of Namazie 
Mansions. This was in fact a highly 
orchestrated theatre-going experience—
moving seamlessly from the elaborate 
street frontage of Namazie Mansions into 
the luxurious hall. In an unusual inversion 
of design, the Theatre interiors, in this case, 
were intended as the architectural focal 
point instead of the facades, which were 
only visible from the backlanes.

Despite the Conservation Guidelines to 
restore the interiors, it remained unclear at 
the start of the project how much of these 
were still intact, if at all in existence. The 
auditorium side walls had been completely 

clad in garish yellow and pink timber strip 
acoustic panels, while only the ceiling and 
proscenium appeared reasonably intact. 
Upon removal of the timber strip panels, 
extensive remnants of the original internal 
ornamentation were revealed, providing 
an enticing glimpse into the grand interiors 
of yesteryear.

However, these were found to be in a severe 
state of disrepair caused by insensitive 
past alteration works. To create a flushed 
surface for installing the timber panels, 
the once elaborate cornices and mouldings 
that were precast and then fixed in position 
were crudely hacked—an act of willful 
ignorance that belied the endemic lack of 
local heritage awareness in the 1980s. 
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fig. 10

 Deploying technology 
 in restoration  
It became clear that the surviving interior 
elements and finishes would have to 
undergo a process of painstaking repair, 
treatment, and replication to reinstate their 
structural and material integrity, as well 
as original appearance. To facilitate the 
challenging restoration work, calibrated 
3D laser scanning was deployed to produce 
detailed survey drawings of the auditorium 
interiors. The internal facade details, 
construction, materials, and defects were 
comprehensively documented, mapped, 
and analysed through further tactile 
survey, limited break-out investigation, 
material sampling, and laboratory tests. 
Light scanners and specialized softwares 
were used to record, analyse and replicate 
geometrically complex elements, such as 
the reed bunch ornaments.

It was established that the builders 
Brossard Mopin experimented with 
precast concrete technology on a grand 
scale here. The majority of the interior 
ornaments were in fact part-prefabricated 
and part cast in-situ, capitalizing on the 
economy of scale afforded by repetitive 
design elements. The well-vibrated and 
compacted concrete with crisp, hand-
sculpted profiles, were found to be of very 
high quality workmanship. 

While intact ornaments were repaired 
and conserved, due to the aged building 

structure, it was decided that newly 
fabricated ornament replacements would 
need to be much lighter so as to minimize 
stresses on the historic walls and vaulted 
ceiling—using Glass Fibre Reinforced 
Gypsum (GFRG), a current-day material, 
instead of concrete.

Modern comfort standards meant that 
the theatre seats had to be replaced. 
Meanwhile, current aesthetic preference 
for muted tones took precedence over 
the researched and simulated historic 
palette of rich, intense, “Gilded Age” 
colours. Notwithstanding that the Capitol 
Theatre interiors were not restored to the 
last detail, the well-received outcome 
would hopefully go some way towards 
entrenching the appreciation of historic 
interiors and their conservation. 

 Conclusion 
Beyond a skin-deep facelift, conservation 
of built heritage through systematic 
documentation and scientific investigation 
would result in not just decorative 
architectural markers of a past era, but also 
rich repositories of history and knowledge. 
Building materials embody technology, 
industry, commerce, and cultural and 
social encodings. Sensitive conservation of 
historic materiality makes the endeavour 
more meaningful, as it establishes spatial 
and temporal links between a building, its 
makers, communities, and society-at-large, 
in a very tangible and appreciable way. 

fig. 10
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10  — Studies on various 
architectural ornaments to 
establish original construction 
details, materials and fixing 
methods. Capitol Theatre is a 
rare intact exemplar of early 
precast technology in Malaya. 
(Source: MAEK Consulting)
11 — Detailed investigation 
and classification of different 
categories of defects was 
systematically carried out 
over many months, in order 
to identify appropriate 
conservation strategies and 
techniques. (Source: LWC 
Alliance)  
12 — Historic colour studies 
were carried out, based on 
research and paint seriation 
analysis. A vibrant and 
contrasting scheme popular 
in Art Deco architecture was 
arrived at. 
13a & 13b  — The restored 
Capitol Theatre interiors. 
(Photos courtesy of  
Architects 61)

fig. 13b

fig. 13a

fig. 11

fig. 12

LEGEND
 Damages in Plaster Ornament. 
 Damages in Precast Ornament.
 Damages in Plainfaced Plaster. 
 Cracked Lines 
 Exposed Rebars 
 Timber Wood 
 Hollow
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fig. 1

By Teo Yee Chin
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Fig 2 .
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1 Patrick Bingham-Hall, Garden City Mega City - Rethinking Cities for the Age of Global Warming, (Singapore: Pesaro Publishing, 2016), 7.

The essence of 
the scheme lies in 
the section of the 
residential tower. It 
is a tour de force. 

 Introduction
Since the Duxton Plain Public Housing 
competition in 2001, where WOHA 
received a merit prize with their striking 
entry of a matrix of nine tower blocks 
interlinked with “skyrise” streets and 
gardens, the Singapore-based architectural 
firm has continued to develop and test 
similar ideas through projects such as 
Newton Suites (2003), the Met (2003), 
and School of the Arts (SOTA) (2005). 
SkyVille@Dawson, a direct commission 
from the Housing and Development Board 
(HDB) in 2007, sees them coming full circle 
back to public housing with these ideas.

SkyVille@Dawson has to be seen as a 
component in WOHA’s long-standing 
practical research on the typologies of 
high-density urban living. It is made to 
be a typology that will address emerging 
needs in rapidly urbanizing Asian cities.

This is made clear in the latest publication 
on their work, Garden City Mega City, 
by Patrick Bingham Hall. First, a quick 
overview of the book is in order. It has two 
front covers and no back cover. Starting 
from one front, the book describes the 
problems and crises that are facing the 
“megacities of Asia, such as congestion and 
pollution, coupled with the impending 
threats that global warming brings to the 
environment, and that urban development 
seems to make worse. Flipped over to start 
from the other front, the book provides a set 
of solutions, seeking to address the above-
mentioned problems on which WOHA’s 
ideas are based. These revolve essentially 
around a three-dimensional architectural 
matrix, incorporating lushly landscaped, 
cross-ventilated terraces distributed 
vertically throughout buildings, enabling 
amenity and social life to take place. The 
book reads like a manifesto, advocating 
WOHA’s large scale prototypes as 
solutions between architecture and the 

city (Macro-Architecture Micro-Urbanism), 
to escape “what currently appears to be an 
inevitable fate of terminal dysfunction.”1

Nonetheless, SkyVille@Dawson is just as 
much a specific result of its context and a 
response to it. It is a unique architectural 
contribution to the locale of Queenstown 
and now stands as the home to  
960 families.

While the project excites with its 
feasibility as a type, it also charms 
and awes with its effects as a built 
space. This review will look at the 
project while moving between 
the two frames of reference—
SkyVille@Dawson as a 21st 
century urban prototype as well 
as a building in place.

 Broad Planning
The site plan is configured with a chain 
of three residential towers occupying the 
middle of the site, strung from east to west 
and thus facing north and south.

The strategy is to preserve optimum 
o r i e n t a t i o n  ( n o r t h - s o u t h )  a n d 
unobstructed views for the large majority 
of the apartments. Therefore, all the units 
are accommodated into a line of super 
high-rise towers, leaving a large swathe 
of land to the north unbuilt. This is instead 
remade as a landscaped garden preserving 
several large rain trees on it. The garden 
contains playgrounds and pavilions for 
communal activities.

To the south, a long low rectangular block 
houses the car park and amenities (such 
as a supermarket, a coffee shop and a 
clinic). This block fronts and connects to 
the linear park towards the south of the 
site. Sky bridges connect the towers to this 
rectangular block.
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fig. 4

1 — An aerial view from north-
east. (Photograph by Patrick 
Bingham-Hall)
3 — Linear park with coffee 
shop on the right. (Photograph 
by Albert Lim KS)
4 — Linear park with car 
park block in the background. 
(Photograph by Albert Lim KS) 
5 — A view of Sky Village. 
(Photograph by Patrick 
Bingham-Hall)

fig. 5

fig. 3

 Sky Villages and the Facade
The essence of the scheme lies in the 
section of the residential tower. It is a 
tour de force. Each tower of forty-seven 
storeys is broken down into four vertically 
stacked Sky Villages. The Sky Village is a 
community terrace in the sky that occurs 
every eleven storeys. Eighty apartments 
(eight units per floor per block) relate 
directly to each Sky Village, forming a 
smaller community within the larger 
development. From the access corridors 
going to the apartments, the resident is 
able to look down into the lofty space of 
the community terrace.

In a private development such extensive 
sky terraces in a tower would need 
significant exposure on the facade to be 
exempted from GFA (Gross Floor Area) 
computation, according to the guidelines 

of the Urban Redevelopment Authority 
(URA). These openings would need to be 
tall and allow rain and sun to reach the 
floor areas by way of a 45-degree line. 
Generally, the height of the facade opening 
will be equal to the depth of GFA-exempt 
space. Incorporation of sky terraces due 
to this rule usually results in a tower 
truncated into parts, like meat chunks on 
a skewer.

In SkyVille@Dawson, the architects 
have inverted that which is typical in 
the relationship between form and void 
in local residential towers. They have 
internalised the main exposure of the sky 
terrace towards the internal atrium and in 
so doing, achieved an integral facade while 
achieving the Sky Villages. The typical 
block plan shows a simple transformation 
from the typical 4-unit condominium plan. 
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36TH STOREY

SKYVILLE @ DAWSON

16TH STOREY

fig. 6a

fig. 6b

fig. 6c 3RD STOREY
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fig. 7

The units are pushed outwards to make 
space around the core. This creates an 
atrium. It is akin to inflating a balloon such 
that the overall form appears larger. The 
ballooning of the towers to accommodate 
an airy void results in a diamond  
shaped form.

The lifts and staircases are arranged in a 
line to achieve the thinnest core possible, 
so as to maximize the dimension of the 
void. Gaps between the lift groups and 
staircases form the crossing points from 
one side of the block to the other. 

The taut exterior envelope is pulled 
together by an articulated system of 
windows, vertical fins, and horizontal 
ledges as well as 9-storey tall stacks 
of balconies. The strongly articulated 
facades of the blocks are divided by the 
dramatic vertical voids. Yet, with credit 
to the architects, the overall form of the 
connected diamond-shaped blocks is 
experienced as a cohesive one, far more 
than the dispersed appearance of the 
apartments on plan would suggest.

The tightly woven exterior belies the 
voluminous atrium inside. One is taken 
by how large, airy, and bright each sky 
terrace feels. On the periphery of the sky 
village, surrounding the tall atrium, the 
spaces are controlled at one-and-a-half-
storeys high after taking away planting 

depth and services. This not only reduces 
the disruption the sky terrace floor makes 
on the facade, but it also achieves a 
comfortably scaled space for activities to 
take place around the airy atrium.

The architects materialized the Sky 
Villages while balancing the multiple 
requirements of structure, vertical 
circulation, pre-casting, planting, and 
maintaining a coherent architectural 
form. This is all the more remarkable 
considering that this is not a one-off sky 
terrace, but a result of a tight system 
that has integrated the high density of  
housing units.

 On Two Fronts
I will now discuss some of the 
consequences of the planning strategies 
adopted, and how the architects have tried 
to circumvent them. 

To start with, the making of a long linear 
core results in an almost solid divider 
between the north and south of each 
block. While there are deliberate openings 
between the lift cores that make dramatic 
visual axes across the site, most of the 
time one moves along the periphery of the 
block, especially on the ground floor, with 
little awareness of what is on the other side. 
Other mechanical rooms are also housed 
in or around the core, such that the public 
spaces called Community Living Rooms 
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fig. 8

fig. 9

7  —  Communal spaces at Sky 
Village. (Photograph by Patrick 
Bingham-Hall)
8 —  Looking up the atrium. 
(Photograph by Patrick 
Bingham-Hall)
9 — Community living room 
on 1st storey looking towards 
north garden. (Photograph by 
Albert Lim KS)
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2 In the words of Pearl Chee, Senior Associate in WOHA, in charge of this project. 
3 The void deck of a typical HDB block, as an open field of columns, is able to accommodate, at different times, a funeral, a wedding, a soccer game,  
 a study session, and other events or activities.

10  —  Service road and 
“Third” Face of the project. 
(Photograph by Teo Yee Chin)
11 —  Grand crossing from 
car park to Sky Village. 
(Photograph by Teo Yee Chin)
12 — Crossing to amenities 
block on 1st storey. 
(Photograph by Teo Yee Chin)
13 — 1st storey linkway 
with mural by Troy Chin. 
(Photograph by Albert Lim KS)

fig. 10 fig. 11

back up against the solid core and open up 
towards the landscape.

The architects have pointed to this as a 
positive opportunity to “room up”2 the 
spaces that they felt were previously 
too undefined in the void deck. While 
the spaces are certainly more structured 
now, they also lose the flexibility3 and 
connectivity (in all directions) that the 
typical void deck possessed.

One could say that the buildings in this 
project are well-connected on the above-
ground levels. For example, well-placed 
sky bridges lead residents from the car park 
to the apartment block in an axis cutting 
neatly into the gaps in the tower facade.

On the ground level, however, the 
connectivity suffers a little due to the 

need to accommodate services. This is felt 
when crossing from the apartments to the 
amenities to the south.

After experiencing the uplifting space of 
the SkyVillage, crossing the service road 
was somewhat “unceremonious.” While 
the axis is deliberately defined, walking 
along this axis requires that one crosses 
two roads—first the drop-off driveway, 
and second the main service road—in 
order to get to the amenities. The service 
road is also where one encounters, at close 
quarters, the bin centre and loading docks.
 
Like their recent book, SkyVille@Dawson 
has two fronts and addresses both with 
the planning. To the north are the vast 
verdant woodlands; to the south lies the 
linear park connector that gives pedestrian 
connectivity alongside Alexandra Road. 
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fig. 12

fig. 13

Both are appealing as contexts to relate to.
But unlike a book that can do without 
a back cover, a building needs a back of 
house for servicing. Garbage needs to be 
collected, goods need to be unloaded. In 
SkyVille@Dawson, the two halves of the 
project meet in the service road running 
down the middle, which is at once the 
back of house, and also a “third” face of 
the project. As all ground level connections 
cross this road, it becomes a prominent 
part of the pedestrian circulation.

A basement would have helped 
tremendously in this regard, serving 
to take the driveway below grade. 
However, in a public housing project, it 
would undoubtedly have been deemed 
an extravagance. Nonetheless, one 
wonders if this long straight road down 
the middle, somehow reminiscent of the 

road that divides the hotel blocks and the 
commercial block at Marina Bay Sands, 
could have been planned differently.

The placement of the car-parking block 
along the linear park to the south works 
hand-in-hand with the above-mentioned 
alignment of the service road. Spatially, the 
block obscures the proximity of the linear 
park from the rest of the development. 
To overcome this, the architects have 
played up the connectivity by defining 
walkways that penetrate the car park and 
lead directly to the linear park. These are 
lined with lush planting and punctuated 
by skylights carved through the car park. 
One of them is also a “heritage walk,” 
marked by large scale concrete murals by 
local artist Troy Chin.
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4 Surely the forceful pushing of the agenda in Bingham-Hall’s book has upped the stakes for SkyVille@Dawson in this consideration. 
5 Bingham-Hall, Garden City Mega City, 7.
6 Ibid., 286-287.

 Some concluding thoughts 
 on the meaning of 
 “Our Ground”
The bigger question that SkyVille@
Dawson gives us the opportunity to 
contemplate here is the idea of the ground 
in our pursuit of high-density and high-
rise solutions to urban development.4 Does 
design effort to make new landscapes in 
the sky take something away from the 
real ground? What is the real ground that 
remains after all these other multiple 
ground levels have been built? Is the role of 
sky-rise greenery and circulation to make 
spaces in the high levels more amenable 
and attractive, or is it a means to replace 
the true ground?

Before proceeding further, it seems 
necessary to carefully separate a material 
ground from a conceptual ground. A 
material ground is earth, always there, 
and it cannot be transposed. One takes 
it with all its pleasures and annoyances. 
The conceptual ground, on the other 
hand, only contains positive meanings—
of public-ness, connectivity and the ability 
to sustain life. The conceptual ground can 
take off as an architectural idea, even on 
the 36th storey, while the material ground 
is easily left behind in architecture.

To state the obvious, the material ground 
remains a highly active datum. People 
will be on the ground to take the bus, 
board a taxi, and just to get from place 
to place. Commercial spaces may spread 
upwards, but they almost always start 
from the ground. The ground remains the 
depository for all transportation networks 
of the city, as well as the origin for all 
patterns of activity.

There may be severe pollution and 
congestion on the ground in many 
megacities in Asia,5 but this is not the case 
in Singapore. Our public spaces on grade 
are pleasant and not so nasty as would 
compel one to seek escape from them. 

In the example of suburban SkyVille@
Dawson in particular, the site is fairly 
extensive and amenable for recreation 
and occupation. It is not a small site 
where ground is completely lost in the 
building’s footprint and urgently needs 
to be compensated for. This is a notable 
difference from SOTA, the Met, and even 
Pickering, which all occupy tight urban 
sites. Therefore, it needs to be stated that 
the strategy adopted stands on slightly 
shakier ground when posited against the 
firm’s manifesto, if not for the continuing 
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mission to test the super high-rise as a type. 
Furthermore, the strategy sets up a tension 
between the ground level spaces and the 
ground-like spaces, above-ground.

What is the role of the material ground 
in WOHA’s projects, especially in their 
super high-rise prototypes where they 
advocate “Multiple Ground Levels”? As 
far as I can see, the material ground is 
a non-issue in WOHA’s architecture.  
Instead, they view all levels with an even 
or non-hierarchical lens. Platforms can 
take on different roles, as the roles are 
disembodied from any preconceived level. 
In “The Four Layers of the Self-Sufficient 
City,”6 no ground is mentioned, but four 
categories are formulated: Rooftop Canopy 
Layer, Residential and Workplace Layer, 
Parkland Layer, and Transportation and 
Services Layer. Presumably, in WOHA’s 
architectural framework, these layers are 
interchangeable across the physical levels.

In SkyVille@Dawson, the ground is 
construed as a Parkland Layer (the 
somewhat isolated north garden) as well as 
a Transportation & Services Layer (service 
road and mechanical rooms). While 
connections to the amenities surrounding 
the development are catered for as well, 

the project does not privilege the idea of 
the ground as a large space for circulation 
and connection. Instead, specific 
lines of connection have been defined  
and articulated.

 Architecture as Visionary   
 Systems of Living
If the architects bore neither the memory 
of their own oeuvre nor their ambition to 
achieve a mega-architectural solution to 
the world’s problems, would SkyVille@
Dawson have materialized as such?

The project is remarkable, not just because 
of its material qualities, but because its 
existence lies somewhere between the 
future and the present, between a 21st 
century urban prototype as well as a 
building in place. While the review above 
raises questions, it does so in order to 
point out the tail of an architecture that 
is posited as a prototype.

But as we look forward, should not all 
architecture do this? Great architecture 
should contain within it a rumination, and 
be itself a platform for discussion, on how 
society can progress.
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Space Furniture launches the 
new Varenna Kitchen Gallery, 
the new destination for luxury 
kitchens in Singapore and beyond.

Occupying an entire level of The Villa, one of three buildings that forms the Space showroom, 
the Kitchen Gallery is a premium lifestyle showcase of the latest Varenna kitchen systems. 

A comprehensive range of the kitchen models spans the 2,700 sq ft gallery and includes designs 
never seen before in Singapore such as Trail by renowned Italian architect Carlo Colombo and Phoenix. 
In addition the kitchen gallery features Varenna’s best sellers and perennial favourites such as the Alea, 
Twelve and Artex, complemented with Miele’s state-of-the-art appliances.

Setting a new benchmark in lifestyle retailing, the new Varenna Kitchen Gallery by Space invites clients 
to visualise their dream kitchen. Visitors can indulge in the extensive collection of material and finishes, 
including black elm wood, solid walnut, anodised aluminium frames and fume reflective glass, and being 
able to touch, see and interact with the finishes on display helps bring the kitchen to life.  

A well designed kitchen should function as well as it looks. With this in mind, the Varenna Kitchen 
Gallery by Space also showcases a large range of solutions that facilitates the way you use your 
kitchen area.

The trained Space retail team is armed with the experience in assisting clients plan, design and realise 
their dream kitchen that meets their personal unique lifestyle requirements. 

Space Singapore has been representing the Italian brand Varenna by Poliform exclusively for more 
than a decade. Its success story is well documented in the sterling record of high-end residential and 
condominium project fit-outs by some of the most prominent developers like CDL, Hong How, Keppel 
Land, YTL and Ho Bee to name a few.



Singapore
77 Bencoolen Street 
Singapore 189653
T: +65 6415 0000

Kuala Lumpur
Lot 3-12 Intermark Mall 
348 Jalan Tun Razak 
50400 Kuala Lumpur 
T: +603 2166 2212

Australia 
Sydney 
Melbourne 
Brisbane
spacefurniture.asia

Make an appointment via email on info@spacefurniture.
com.sg for a dedicated walk-through of the Varenna 
Kitchen Gallery by a kitchen specialist or simply visit 
us during showroom operational hours, Monday to 
Sunday 10.30am to 8pm.

Space Furniture would like to thank Miele, the official 
kitchen lifestyle partner.
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Cosentino Group, the global leader in the production 
and distribution of innovative surfaces for the world of 
architecture and design, makes its inaugural entry into 
Asia with the launch of Cosentino City, a regional business 
centre in Singapore that serves the surrounding region 
and beyond including China, Japan and the Middle East. 

Cosentino City Singapore serves as a hub to showcase the brilliance of these 
surfaces. Servicing architects, interior designers and builders alike, the 2000 sqf 
space is located in the heart of the bustling city, at Duxton Road.
“Cosentino City” is not a conventional store; it is an information and service centre 
and an exclusive concept catered specially for architects and interior designers. 
Through a sensorial experience and specialist advice, the visitor will be able to 
define, create and visualise his project with the IT equipment available in the 
Cosentino showroom. 

The space is divided into different areas such as a functional kitchen for “show 
cooking”, a training room and an exhibition area for the main brands of the group 
(Silestone®, Dekton®, Eco and Sensa) with large format slabs and worktops on 
display. Step into the Cosentino City and marvel in the wonders of the surfaces on 
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Helios PV (Asia Pacific) Pte. Ltd. 

We are the Singapore 
subsidiary of Helios 
Photovoltaic Sdn. Bhd, a 
registered CIDB Grade 
G7 contractor.

We are the Singapore subsidiary of Helios Photovoltaic Sdn. Bhd, a registered CIDB 
Grade G7 contractor.

We offer solar leasing proposals to eligible customers. With a minimal investment the 
customers can have a solar system designed and installed on their roofs. Customers 
would only pay for the green energy consumed which would be metered and billed 
at either a fixed rate or a discounted rate pegged to prevailing electricity tariff. This 
leasing contract would help our customers hedge against the future higher  
electricity tariff rate. It could run up to 25 years.

In Singapore, we also offer a Space rental scheme whereby upon inspection, we 
could be interested to rent your roof and install our PV panels. The PV Green 
Energy produced would be sold to customers with the motivation to consume and 
reduce the reliance in fossil fuel power generation. Besides solar leasing, we also 
provide consultancy services, design and built for various types of Solar Photovoltaic 
installations and projects.

Helios PV (Asia Pacific) Pte. Ltd. has registered with BCA work head ME03 L1 and 
attained bizSAFEStarfrom WSH Council. Helios PV (Asia Pacific) Pte. Ltd has also 
registered ISO9001, ISO14001 and OSHA 18001 with ICR

Helios PV (Asia Pacific) Pte. Ltd.

3 Shenton Way #10-09
Shenton House
Singapore 068805

Tel: +65 6221 5265 
Fax: +65 6221 5266
Email: info@heliospv.net
www.heliospv.net
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