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ARCHITECTURE IS THE SUM OF FORM, function, and
spirit. Modern architectural form is always simple,
rational, and functional, an expression of the “Spirit of
the modern Age” (rational, contemporary, innovative,
progressive). We could see modernity as a process of
modernization, when the spirit of freedom, progress, and
innovation flourishes.

TO DEFINE “MODERNISM” IN ASIA is rather
problematic. Arguably, modernity existed in Southeast
Asia ever since the establishment of international trading
ports due to worldwide maritime trade and exchange, at
a time when the spirit of free trade and innovation

Modernism 
in Singapore

“Modern Asia has not developed in a vacuum but has evolved

through sustained interactions with the West, which has had 

a constant presence in our collective consciousness. This shared

experience of the world unites us as Asians. The history 

of dealing with the West, with our neighbors and with ourselves,

is manifested in the myriad forms of our Architecture. The history

of Modern Architecture in Asia is the history of how Asians have

become modern”.1

thrived. In cosmopolitan cities, new architectural
typologies appeared with the fusion of various elements,
materials, and technology, built by culturally mixed
communities. Architectural shapes such as shop-houses,
religious buildings, and palaces expressed a
cosmopolitan, entrepreneurial and inventive spirit. This,
we could call past modernity.

THE COLONIAL architects who inserted European
“modern” architectural styles into Asian local contexts
were working with a different perspective. The
introduction of modern architecture during the 1920s and
1930s was often motivated by urban sanitation concerns,
for the European population's benefit. Innovations such
as the “tropical-colonial” or “tropical-indigenous” styles
were created in different tropical Asian contexts to address
new life-styles and local environmental constraints. The
architecture, which was introduced in Asia by European
architects and engineers during colonization, could be
called recent-past modernity (fig. 1). Recent modernism in
Asia, and specifically in Singapore, is closely related to
the nationalist spirit of a country, which gained self-
government status in 1959. The modernist style was applied
then in a conscious attempt to break with the colonial
legacy, and in a search for a national architectural
identity, as the State Minister for National Development,
Dr. Vivian Balakrishnan recently expressed: “Building in
the modern style was also a statement that we were
breaking away from the old colonial society, which was

Fig. 1. The shop-house typology has evolved with many generations 
in Southeast Asian cosmopolitan cities. This is an example 
of the Art Deco shop-house in Singapore, between the 1930s 
and the 1950s©
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riddled with inequality and vast disparities of wealth and
living conditions. Architecture, often seen as a manifestation
of a society’s values, thus mirrored that break from old
values and the warm embrace of the new values and
ideals of an independent and egalitarian Singapore”.2

P W D  A N D  T H E  C O N S T R U C T I O N  

O F  M O D E R N  S I N G A P O R E  ( 1 8 8 3  –  P R E S E N T )

The Public Works Department (PWD) can be traced back
to 1883, when the first Superintendent of Public Works
was appointed to build the infrastructure and public
buildings for the newly developed modern Singapore. By
the 1930s, the scope of public works had extended
considerably, and finally it became a department of its
own after Singapore became a separate British Crown
colony. In April 1999, the PWD was renamed PWD
Corporation Pte Ltd, and since July 2002, its name has
changed again to CPG Corporation Pte Ltd.

THE PWD'S MAIN TASK was to design and manage
Singapore’s urban infrastructures and public buildings
(hospitals, schools, prison, airport, seaport, bridges, etc.).
The best examples of modern style buildings were produced
during Frank Dorrington Ward's time as PWD’s Chief
Architect. The hospitals designed by the PWD during this
period showed modest, rational, simple and sensitive
responses to the tropical climate, such as long and shallow
separate blocks to provide good natural ventilation and
lighting, wide verandahs or broad roof overhangs (for
example, Tan Tock Seng Hospital,1909, Woodbridge
Hospital, c. 1920, Changi Hospital, 1934).

KALLANG AIRPORT'S main building (currently used as
the People’s Association building), built in 1937, is
expressively modern and functional (fig. 2). This is
Singapore’s first gateway to the world and towards the
global modern aviation network. It is the metaphor of a
contemporary airplane with its elevated cylindrical glass
control tower centrally placed as the cockpit. The building
clearly displays the new modern architectural language
of functionalism, with exposed concrete, horizontal lines,
transparent glazed walls, and streamlined curves.

I N T R O D U C T I O N  O F  M O D E R N  P U B L I C

H O U S I N G :  S I T  ( 1 9 2 7 - 1 9 5 9 )

The introduction of modern architecture in Singapore 
was done on a relatively large scale by the Singapore
Improvement Trust (SIT). SIT built the first large-scale
public housing projects in Singapore, using modern
materials such as reinforced concrete, with minimum
decoration and rationalized forms, which allowed mass
production and kept construction costs down. Simplicity,
rationality, and beauty are the main characteristics
featured in SIT designed apartments.
SIT was set up by the British colonial government in 1927
to deal with the problems concerning the urban
modernization process: to improve the general physical
environment, to widen existing roads, to cope with the
growing numbers of rickshaws, trolleys, buses, electric
trams and cars, to create open spaces, back lanes,
modern sanitation and to develop public housing. During
its 32 years of existence, 23,000 new housing units were
built in the Chinatown and Tiong Bahru areas.

Fig. 2. 
Kallang Airport's
main-building 
today (now used 
as the People’s
Association 
building)
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TIONG BAHRU was the first housing estate developed 

by the Singapore Improvement Trust. About 2000 units of

three-to five-story apartment buildings were built between

1936 and 1954. Thirty blocks containing 931 units were

built by the Trust in 1936, along the Tiong Poh Road and

the Moh Guan Terrace of the Tiong Bahru area. Fifty

blocks of apartments comprising 1040 units on the right

side of Tiong Bahru Road were built in 1948. The one- to

five-room dwelling units and mix-used units were laid out

on a grid provided with generous green public open

space. Clean and rational architectural fa•ades featuring

rounded balconies, thin horizontal slabs, and ventilation

holes gave the place its unique modernist character. The

public can walk along footpaths through the spacious

backyards owned and maintained by the residents on the

ground floor. The atmosphere within the housing complex

is intimate and warm, which encourages residents to

mingle outside their houses (fig. 3).

TIONG BAHRU ESTATE'S DESIGN bears some likeness

with the design principles of the postwar New Towns in

Britain: the emphasis on creating small neighborhoods

and maximum privacy between individual homes, the

need to promote health and to improve security thanks 

to open views and public surveillance. The block's 

design was also influenced by local architectural idioms,

such as the Straits SettlementsÕ shop-house typology. 

The layout is based on a modified shop-house plan with

a courtyard acting as an air/light well, a back lane and

spiral staircases.

IN 1952, SIT, IN AN ATTEMPT TO DEAL with the

overpopulation of ChinatownÕs core area, built higher

apartment buildings on a lot adjacent to Hong Lim Park.

These four nine-story modern blocks are the first high-rise,

high-density public housing scheme in postwar Singapore,

proudly standing with a commanding view over the

whole dilapidated Chinatown district. Like its predecessor

in Tiong Bahru, the design features some modernist

elements such as apartment-slab concrete, rounded

balconies and predominantly horizontal lines. But the

unique lifestyle and typology of Chinatown's shop-houses

are maintained in the new apartments. The five-foot

walkway turns into corridors that enable access to the

individual dwelling units, the back lane is turned into

balconies, and service spaces like the kitchen and toilets

are placed at the rear end of the house/apartment. By

stacking up the horizontal layout vertically, land use 

is intensified and interaction between dwellers is

maintained. Vertical interaction between the apartments

replaced the horizontal interaction on the street. Life was

carried up from the street into the sky (fig. 4).

EFFORTS TO PRESERVE these housing estates are greatly

challenged by demographic and economic changes.

Most of the current residents are either senior citizens or

foreign workers, while the original population has been

moved out to better housing estates outside the old urban

core. Function has generally shifted from mix-use dwellings

to more capital-intensive commercial and business activities.

Parts of this important modern heritage are now awaiting

Fig. 3. 
Low-rise 
SIT apartment building
in Tiong Bahru
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