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From the conservation of pre-war
shophouses to the designing of
pivotal buildings, William Lim
Associates and W  Architects
played a key role for more than 40
years in shaping the built environ-
ment of Singapore.

The significance of their contri-
butions is seen in an exhibition, To
Draw An Idea: Retracing The De-
signs Of William Lim Associates -
W Architects.

Launched at The URA Centre in
Maxwell Road on Nov 28, it nar-
rates the firm’s creative arc from
the post-modern oeuvre of late
pioneer architect William S.W. Lim
in the 1980s to the contemporary

architecture of Mr Mok Wei Wei
from the 1990s till today. The exhi-
bition ends on June 8.

PIECING TOGETHER THE
SINGAPORE STORY

“In the early 1980s, there was no
systematic effort to archive works,
and many significant drawings,
such as those for the conservation
initiative Bu Ye Tian, went miss-
ing” Mr Mok, W Architects’
managing director, tells The Straits
Times.

He joined William Lim Asso-
ciates in 1982 - the year Mr Lim
founded the firm - shortly after
graduating from the School of Ar-
chitecture at the National Universi-
ty of Singapore (NUS).

Bu Ye Tian, a Mandarin expres-
sion referring to “a place of cease-
less activity”, was a proposal to
transform 110 ageing colonial-era
shophouses as part of the rejuve-
nation of the Singapore Riverinto a
lifestyle hub.

William Lim Associates was Mr
Lim’s third architectural practice,

The 1982 Bu Ye Tian concept - to transform 110 ageing colonial-era shophouses
as part of the rejuvenation of the Singapore River into a lifestyle hub - is on
show at the exhibition in The URA Centre.

after Malayan Architects Co-Part-
nership in 1960 and Design Part-
nership (later renamed DP Archi-
tects) in 1967.

At Design Partnership, he

worked with teams to design Peo-
ple’s Park Complex and Golden
Mile Complex, both completed in
the early 1970s.

William Lim Associates was re-
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named W Architects after Mr Lim’s
retirement in 2003.

Mr Mok, 67, says: “Since the
1990s, when I began running the
firm, I started reminding archi-
tects to file their drawings. Even at
that time, I envisioned that some
day, these sketches and drafts
would make agreat archive to illus-
trate the larger Singapore architec-
ture story.”

To Draw An Idea is the first major
exhibition of the Singapore Archi-
tecture Collection (SAC), which
was launched on Aug 21.

This collection aims to deepen
efforts to document and preserve
materials on Singapore’s modern
and contemporary architecture —
and capture the nation’s architec-
tural heritage — through definitive
works of individuals and teams.

The bulk of the collection -
which is managed by the National
Library Board, Urban Redevelop-
ment Authority and National Heri-
tage Board - will be held at the Na-
tional Library Building in Victoria
Street.

Mr Mok donated a few thousand

Exhibition To Draw An Idea
shows early landmarks and
reveals how architecture is built
into a young nation’s story

items to this collection, in batches
from 40 projects, starting from July
2019. To Draw An Idea showcases19
of these projects, comprising more
than 500 artefacts in a variety of
mediums including hand sketches,
computer-aided drawings and ar-
chitectural models.

Ms Yap Lay Bee, URA’s group di-
rector of architecture and urban
design, says the exhibition allows
people to better understand Singa-
pore’s architectural identity. It will
also inspire architects to continue
building Singapore into a greater
city.

“The many drawings, sketches
and models from the collection re-
veal detailed insights into our ar-
chitects’ and designers’ visions,
design processes, the challenges
that they had to overcome and in-
novative solutions they devel-
oped,” she says.

She adds that the public can look
forward to more showcases in
2024 and 2025, comprising donat-
ed materials from the collection.
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“These are rich resources that can
inspire the industry and future
generations as they shape current
and future designs of buildings and
spaces. Over time, the collection
can potentially be used for educa-
tion and support deeper research
on Singapore architecture.”

CULTURAL CAPITAL

The exhibition at The URA Centre
is curated by independent archi-
tect Ronald Lim, who says To Draw
An Idea is a valuable initiative.

“In many cities, including Singa-
pore, the majority of buildings are
often treated as real estate instead
of cultural artefacts that can be-
come landmarks,” the 42-year-old
adds.

Mr Lim notes that as a format,
the curated architectural exhibi-
tion, especially the kind that crit-
ically frames new design narra-
tives, does not happen often
enough in Singapore. As a young
nation, recent architecture is also
animportant part of the Singapore
story, he believes.

“Our buildings are part of our
culture, just like art, literature and
film,” he adds.

“Such exhibitions allow us to ap-
praise and understand our archi-
tecture so that, hopefully, the best
among these buildings can escape
demolition because they are more
broadly appreciated.”

REFRACT, RESPOND AND
REFLECT

The exhibition is conceived in
three parts: Refract, Respond and
Reflect.

Refract revisits the works of Wil-
liam Lim Associates, such as Bu Ye
Tian.

Details of the ground-up effort,
spearheaded by the late entrepre-
neur and writer Goh Poh Seng in
collaboration with Mr William Lim,
are captured in the exhibition
through sketches and a watercolour
painting by artist Ong Kim Seng.
Although the idea was presented to
the Government in November 1982,
it never saw the light of day.

But seven years later, the 10
shophouses were protected as one
of the nation’s first 10 conservation
enclaves.

The section also features build-
ingsdonein the post-modern style,
which Mr Lim had started, such as
Tampines North Community Cen-
tre.

Characterised by exuberant ex-
pressions, post-modern architec-
ture was conceived as a counter-
point to the commercialisation
seen in modernist architecture of
the 1950s and 1960s, which result-
ed in buildings devoid of character.

The second part of the exhibi-
tion, Respond, and the final Re-
flect section chronicle the firm’s
move away from the post-modern
era, which petered out around the
end of the 1980s.

The 1990s provided Mr Mok with
the impetus to explore his love of
contemporary architecture in the
form of Light Construction.

Light Construction was the title
of a ground-breaking exhibition in
New York in 1995, showcasing the

Source: The Straits Times, pC2&C3
Date: 13 January 2024

such as this cor

EDUCATION RESOURCE CENTRE (ABOVE AND

- i \
VICTORIA THEATRE AND VICTORIA CONCERT HALL
(ABOVE AND LEFT): The brief to refurbish this national
monument, built in the late 1800s to early 1900s, was
straightforward - restore it to its former glory and provide
a state-of-the-art performance venue. The 201 tender
drawing is a section seen from Empress Lawn. PHOTOS:
NATIONAL LIBRARY BOARD, W ARCHITECTS
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NATIONAL MUSEUM OF SINGAPORE

(RIGHT ABOVE AND BELOW): A 2004 pencil on butter
paper sketch showing a vision of the museum as a
passage through history. On the second storey of the
building, visitors can now view the exterior of the rotunda
up close through a contemporary glass connector that
pierces through the old building’s tiled roof.

RIGHT): D

done in 2009 using digital print on paper shows how a
pigmented concrete wall was designed for the National
University of Singapore University Town building.

sequence

Rich resources can inspire future

works of 30 architects from 10
countries at the Museum of Mod-
ern Art.

It was a sign of the times, when
architecture shed the weight of
heavy construction featuring con-

crete, popular in the post-war
modern brutalist era (1950s to
1960s), and the ornamentation
prevalent in  post-modernism
(19705 to 1980s).

Around that time, Mr Mok debut-
ed his take on lightness in architec-
ture, such as his 1996 design for an
ultra-modern condominium pro-
ject, The Paterson Edge, in which
he unveiled Singapore’s first roof-
top infinity pool.

Featured in the section Respond,
this and other residential projects
reveal the interactions between
city planners’ many guidelines and
the creative responses to them by
local architects.

“There are many intangible
layers in the design of a project

which we have tried to show
through our curation of artefacts,”
says Mr Mok, referring to factors
that bear upon a project, such as
the social backdrop at the time, the
architect’s vision and working
within constraints.

Although Mr Mok moved away
from post-modern architecture
stylistically, his love of heritage
buildings remains. This is seen in
the final section, Reflect, with pro-
jects such as the refurbishment of
the National Museum of Singapore
in 2002 and the Victoria Theatre
and Victoria Concert Hall in 2009.

REFLECTING TO FORGE AHEAD

Mr Mok says he wanted to use the

word Reflect because it is also im-
portant for busy creatives to pause
and take stock.

“Churning out creative output
day in and day out can be drain-
ing” he observes. “It is a funda-
mental part of the design process
to reflect on past work to find out
what drives the creative impulse.”

He says he has been able to sus-
tain his creativity through the
back-cataloguing of his projects, as
it allows him to reflect on a com-
mon thread that links them.

“Through reflection, I have found
that my architectural perspective is
rooted in dualism, which is about
finding equilibrium in a state of ten-
sion created by two contrasting or
even contradicting elements.

“That comes with archiving,
which is my contribution to our
shared knowledge of Singapore
architecture.”

Architect and design educator
Adrian Lai, who visited the exhibi-
tion twice in December and spent
more than two hours there each
time, says To Draw An Idea is
“timely as well as extraordinary”in
showcasing years of commitment
and curiosity.

“In a city composed almost en-
tirely of buildings, the exhibition
reminds us of the talent, ideas and
ways of working that define archi-
tecture,” says the 48-year-old, who
is principal architect at home-
grown firm Meta Architecture. He
is also adjunct assistant professor

LABOUR OF LOVE BY THE
NATIONAL LIBRARY BOARD

It takes months of painstaking
work to prepare an artefact such
as a sketch, drawing or photo-
graph to be presented in an ex-
hibition, says the National Li-
brary Board (NLB).

It received a few thou-
sand documents for more than
40 projects for the showcase To
Draw An Idea: Retracing The
Designs Of William Lim Asso-
ciates - W Architects, donated
by Mr Mok Wei Wei, managing
director of W Architects, be-
tween 2019 and 2023, Of the 40
projects, 19 are now presented in
the exhibition at The URA Cen-
tre in Maxwell Road.

Ms Alicia Yeo, director of the
National Library, says the meti-
culous conservation work is not
only labour-intensive, involving
a team of experienced conser-
vators, but also “truly a labour of
love™.

First, every piece is fumigated
to get rid of pests and indexed to
build an inventory of the arte-
facts.

Repairs are then carried out on
damaged pieces and “housing” is
created for the items. This entails
removing staples, stitching or ty-
ing groups of papers together,
using archiving sheets that protect
the documents. The pieces are
subsequently boxed.

Some items are also digitised to
prevent loss from decay.

The items are then sent to the
Lee Kong Chian Reference Library
at the National Library Building in
Victoria Street for the public to ac-
cess. All artefacts, including those

Conservation
work for the
donated
materials
includes
fumigating,
indexing,
repairing, boxing
and digitising.

not selected to be shown at The
URA Centre, will be made accessi-
ble to researchers at the reference
library.

The reference library is the pre-
mier resource for works on or
about Singapore and the region. It
occupies seven floors at the Na-
tional Library, with a floor area of
more than 14,000 sq m.

Ms Yeo says the cataloguing
process is time-intensive and re-
quires subject knowledge from the
cataloguers and librarians.

“The librarians who oversee the

collection work closely with the
different departments within
NLB - such as the processing
unit, preservation and conser-
vation, and cataloguer -
throughout every single stage of
the donation process.”

She says cataloguers spent
months working on the collec-
tion for To Draw An Idea. The
shortlisted artefacts also re-
quired special expertise from
the team to allow the public to
search for the materials through
NLB's online catalogue at str.sg/

zesK

“Through the archive, we've
gained insights into our rich
Singapore stories, through the
evolution of the country’s archi-
tectural heritage,” she adds.

“To Draw An Idea allows us to
delve into the imagination of
architects and designers, their
design processes, the challeng-
es they had to overcome and the
many innovative solutions they
developed.

“Much of the architecture
within the collection has ac-
quired historical, cultural and
social significance over time.”
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TO DRAW AN IDEA: RETRACING THE DESIGNS
OF WILLIAM LIM ASSOCIATES -
W ARCHITECTS

WHERE The URA Centre, 45 Maxwell Road

WHEN Till June 8; Mondays to Saturdays, 9am to
5pm; closed on Sundays

INFO strsg/pfMY

generations

for architecture at NUS.

“For generations of architects,
William Lim Associates and W
Architects epitomised what design
excellence means in building and
urban design, and this exhibition
gives a rare glimpse of the rigour
and vigour on the drawing boards
before an architect creates mea-
ningful impact in a city and in peo-
ple’s lives”

chantal@sphcom.sg
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