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TWO 
CONVERSIONS/ 
RESTORATIONS 
FROM SINGAPORE 

TAN HOCK BENG 

In city with a comprehensive and 
considerable stock of old buildings, 
restoration and adaptive re-use has become 
pari of the vocabulary of development. 

In Singapore, the distinctive shopbouses that 
resulted from Sir Stamford Ruffles townplay 
of 1822, was an obvious response to the 
tropical climate. Their typical features 
include brick walls, with high ceilings, roofs 
with secondary Jack-roofs to allow hot air to 
escape and a shop front on the first storey. 

Several years ago, the vrban redevelopment 
anthority's of Singapore began a conservation 
effort, which has resulted in many new 
conversions and restorations. 

Singapore architect Richard H o has 
established his reputat ion through a 

series o f exquisi te renovat ions to o l d 
shophouses that have been conserved. 
These works succinct ly i l lustrate Ho 's 
d e s i g n p h i l o s o p h y as w e l l as an 
e v o l v i n g , bu t c l e a r l y e l o q u e n t 
materialist aesthetics. 

Ho set u p his practice in 1991 upon his 
return to Singapore after several f ru i t fu l 
years o f w o r k exper ience in Aust r ia 
and Italy - the last two years being in 
M i l a n w i t h A i d o Ross i . T h e y o u n g 
p r a c t i c e s o v e r r i d i n g c o n c e r n is i n 
"using architecture as an expression o f 
t he c o n t i n u i t y o f t he h i s t o r y o f 
c iv i l i sa t ion the memory o f cit ies and 
man's u n e n d i n g endeavou r to be i n 
harmony w i th his soul and the w o r l d 
he lives in . " 

This deep l y felt conv i c t i on manifests 
itself in al l the f i rm's projects, bu t is 
e s p e c i a l l y p o i g n a n t i n the w a y H o 
deals w i t h the renovat ions o f several 
shophouses . Issues o f t r ad i t i on a n d 
i n n o v a t i o n , c o n t i n u i t y a n d c h a n g e , 
c o n s e r v a t i o n a n d a d a p t i o n a re 

e x p l o r e d a n d t a c k l e d t h r o u g h 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l m o v e s tha t are b o t h 
rad ica l b u t u l t i m a t e l y sens ib le , and 
minimal yet highly effective. 

In his T o w n Plan o f Singapore in 1822, 
S tamfo rd Raff les h a d a l l o w e d for a 
l inear arrangement o f shophouses o f 
s p e c i f i e d w i d t h s l i n k e d by a 
co lonnaded 5-foot way Subsequent ly 
in f luenced by the needs o f the local 
populace the bu i l t - fo rm that emerged 
became a d o m i n a n t u r b a n t y p o l o g y 
that characterised the towns of British 
Southeast Asia. 

The typ ica l features o f a shophouse 
include brick walls w i t h h igh ceilings, 
r oo f s w i t h s e c o n d a r y j a c k - r o o f s t o 
al low hot air to escape and airwell to 
p r o v i d e l igh t and v e n t i l a t i o n , and a 
shop- f ron t at the f irst s torey for the 
occupants to ply their trades. The early 
p r o t o t y p e s o f these b u i l d i n g s w e r e 
purely uti l i tarian structures, and it was 
only in the early 1900s that elaborate 
a rch i tec tu ra l mo t i f s f r o m E u r o p e a n , 
Malay and Chinese archi tecture were 
i n t r o d u c e d i n an o r n a m e n t a l a n d 

u n r e s t r a i n e d m a n n e r t o t h e f r o n t 
facades. 

A l t h o u g h t he c o n s e r v a t i o n a n d 
res to ra t i on o f areas r i ch i n h i s to r i c 
archi tecture is essential in p r o v i d i n g 
tangible l inks to Singapore's heritage, 
t he a l l u r e o f s h o p h o u s e s as an 
al ternat ive hous ing type is p r o b a b l y 
due to their l imited numbers. However, 
the " y u p p i f i e d " status o f shophouses 
generally attract owners and architects 
w h o a p p r e c i a t e t he u n i q u e spa t i a l 
qual i t ies inheren t l y present in these 
stnictures. 

Richard Ho has personally re-designed 
a number of these shophouses. His first 
was No.12 K o o n Seng Road, w h i c h 
w o n t he S i n g a p o r e I n s t i t u t e o f 
Architects' Design Award in 1995. This 
was fo l lowed by a few more units in 
t he B la i r Road C o n s e r v a t i o n A r e a . 
Everton Road and recently, another one 
at No. 130 Emerald Hi l l Road. 

These shophouses have been gu t ted 
and given a new lease o f life through 
c l eve r m a n i p u l a t i o n o f p l a n e s a n d 
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vertical elements. They pay respect to front elevation and rear extension, separating the public and private 
the past in the internal ordering of remains intact because of the realms, 
space - one that centres around the authorities' imposed guidelines. 
courtyard typology - while having an Internally it was however radically re- Several key ideas and enlightened 
integrity wholly its own. The external configured one where the courtyard is strategies persist throughout the various 
fabric of each house, including the reinterpreted and combining yet schemes.The internal volumes become 
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l ight-modulators, the focus of wh i ch is 
always a l ightwel l . This is an important 
pivotal point in the house. It is also the 
mos t d r a m a t i c pa r t o f the d e s i g n 
prov id ing soft, dif fused natural l ight to 
the floors. 

The sense o f t ransparency becomes 
h e i g h t e n e d t h r o u g h d e l i b e r a t e 
placement o f planes and lines o f sight 
w i t h i n such a spatial matrix. Spaces are 
layered in an intricate manner by the 
insert ion o f walls and openings. These 
become " f rames" that accentuate the 
distance between subject and object yet 
enhancing the overal l sense o f depth. 
For instance, in No. 130 Emerald H i l l 
Road, H o has del iberately dramatized 
the d e p t h b y the p l a c e m e n t o f the 
s ta i r case i n s u c h a m a n n e r tha t i t 
a l lows the entire length and w id th o f 
the ground f loor o f the original por t ion 
o f the house to be fu l ly appreciated. 
T h e d i n i n g r o o m is i n t e n t i o n a l l y 
located at the rear to further accentuate 
the depth o f the house. 

In most instances the staircase leading 
t o t he p r i v a t e spaces a b o v e a l so 
becomes an i m p o r t a n t a rch i tec tu ra l 
feature o f the space. The entire vertical 
circulat ion route hence revolves around 
the l ightwel l . wh ich combines w i th the 
staircase to fo rm an intricate means o f 
creating spatial delight. 

The t r i umph in these shophouses lies 
i n t he i r d i s c i p l i n e a n d to ta l lack o f 
con t r i vance - the archi tect d o i n g o n l y 
what is essneital in creating an internal 
e n v i r o n m e n t that is f u n c t i o n a l a n d 
del ight fu l w i t hou t resort ing to neither 
" e x h i b i t i o n i s m " nor nosta lg ia fo r an 
i m a g i n e d a n d b y g o n e l i f es ty le a n d 
electric ornamentat ion found in many 
other conserved shophouses. 

A r i go rous at tent iveness to de ta i l is 
obvious. The use of steel and glass also 
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registers a sleek contemporary touch to 
an o t h e r w i s e p r e d o m i n a n t l y t i m b e r 
palette. But the qualit ies that register 
most vividly are the simple pleasures ol 
s p a c e , l i gh t a n d m a t e r i a l s 
fundamentals of architecture that are all 
too o f ten d r o w n e d by the incessant 
chaotic clutter o f contemporary works. 
T h i s des i r e to e r a d i c a t e t he 
c a c o p h o n o u s is a cons is ten t t h read 
throughout Ho's por t fo l io o f projects, 
ranging front furniture design to larger 
scale development. One can only wait 
w i t h aba ted a n t i c i p a t i o n to see the 
realisation ol Ho's other projects in the 
near future. 

W i t h o u t d o u b t , the h u m b l e a n d 
e s s e n i t a l l y u t i l i t a r i a n s h o p h o u s e 
continues to provide a constant source 
o f i nsp i r a t i on to new c o n t e m p o r a r y 
designs. However they are certainly not 
monuments to be either repl icated or 
p reserved . I l o c lear ly demons t ra tes , 
through these projects, that tradit ion is 
an e v o l v i n g , as o p p o s e d to s ta t i c , 
no t i on . To create a r icher fu ture , w e 
must neither embalm nor replicate the 
past. The challenge in conservation lies 
m steering a delicate course between 
mainta in ing the essence ol t radi t ional 
forms and accommodat ing new spatial 
a n d f u n c t i o n a l d i m e n s i o n s that are 
essential i n .m\ dv nami< society 
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