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A D A P T I V E  L A Y E R S

ALEX CHEN



Singapore’s historical identity is often considered secondary 
to the pragmatic need for densification. As a city built in 30 
years, the rapid rate of modernization has created a discon-
nect between our historical background and architecture to-

day. The loss of a tangible built history has led to many feeling 
that Singapore has a lack of a cultural identity. 

Using a system of layering, this thesis speculates on a new 
building typology that overlap and intermix the past with the 

contemporary.



The world’s population is growing at a rapid rate. In most countries, 
more than half of the population lives in urban areas. Urban densi-
fication has spiked in the last 50 years, with some cities doubling 
or even tripling their populations. The UN Urbanization projections 
predicts that in 2050, most countries will have more people living in 
urban areas than rural areas. This push for high speed urbanism and 
the clustering in super dense cities is partially driven by the benefits 
of density. Super dense cities often correlate with an increased level 
of living standards and economic growth. Clustering in dense cities 
also minimizes the damage to the environment. As people are drawn 
towards the city, the infrastructure faces a need to densify. The typi-
cal approach is to tear down and rebuild. In countries like the United 
States, where there is still space to create satellite towns and edge 
cities if needed, there is still the leisure to choose exactly what gets 
torn down. In cities like Singapore, Hong Kong and Tokyo that are 
much more saturated with infrastructure and people, it becomes a 
much more difficult choice.

With a population density of 20191.5 people per square mile and 
279 square miles of land, Singapore is the world’s 3rd densest 
country. 100% of the population lives in an urban area. Per year, 
the population increases by an average of 100 000 people while 
land shrinks due to rising sea levels. For Singapore, the only op-
tion is densification. With the country’s top down, Robert Moses 
approach to city planning, buildings in Singapore have an incredibly 
short lifespan. Many buildings that are only 30 years old are torn 
down despite their cultural significance. For Jane Jacobs, preserva-
tion is not just preserving the building but also the streets, the com-
munity and the self-organization within neighborhoods. As a young 
country, many of these sites for preservation are still very much in 
use, retaining the characteristics of the community that will be lost if 
destroyed. In fact, most of the country’s first public housing projects 
have disappeared, along with their informal markets, corridor gar-
dens, businesses and communities. This has led to people in their 
50s remarking that “the Singapore they grew up in is gone.”

HISTORICAL CONSERVATION IN SINGAPORE



This thesis proposes an alternative that examines an intersection 
between urban densification and organic growth as a solution to 
the preservation of culture and identity in the future of high-speed 
urbanization. A tangible history is important in preserving a culture 
and fostering an identity. In cities like Singapore, it gives citizens 
a tangible item to ground their heritage and cultural identity in a 
rapidly globalizing world. Preservation in this context is the retention 
of a community and a way of life, rooted in a physical building. The 
project investigates an alternative to preservation through layering, 
addition, insertion, multiplication and transparency to create a new 
typology through a system of adaptive layers that is geared towards 
a dense population yet familiar to Singaporeans. The thesis explores 
the degrees of legibility between layer v base, layer v layer and layer 
v whole, questioning the degree to which you can add, blur and 
distort without losing the historical image  of the base.

A NEW TYPOLOGY



ACTIVATED SINGULAR

SO
CI
AL

Three categories were identified that would be important ways to 
judge how well a building was preserved while being densified. 
Visually addresses the importance of a visible link to one’s history 
and the link between culture and identity. Functionally refers to how 
well the building suits a Singaporean lifestyle. Social Sustainability 
refers to how well the new typology promotes the wellbeing of its 
inhabitants while also supporting the ability of future generations to 
maintain a healthy community. 

CRITERIA



Visually refers to how well the new typology can 
blend existing facades to create a new identity 
while maintaining the legibility of the individual 
layers. Legibility becomes key in the following 
explorations. 

VISUALLY







The 2D explorations focus on legibility. It looks into how much you 
can densify a base building before you lose its individual identity. 
Using the 6 layers taken from three distinct Singaporean typologies, 
I tested the visual legibility of each layer both physically and digitally. 
Through this, it is clear that there is a limit to legibility. After four or 
five layers, the facades blend into each other and is read as a new, 
blurred object. This effect is made worse with the addition of digital 
layering. As I am aiming towards a sustainable densification with the 
opportunity for unlimited growth, this illegibility is not ideal. 

2D EXPLORATIONS



These displaced layers were much more interesting to me. Cer-
tain areas become palimpsests, blurring together into a new thing. 
However, each individual layers are still read as separate as they are 
framed by the rest of the whole. 

2D EXPLORATIONS



The 3D explorations focused on density, desnifying a base solid by 
extruding elements of another facade into it, creating new areas of 
collision. The line drawings attempt to recapture some of the trans-
parency present in the 2D explorations.

3D EXPLORATIONS







Functionally refers to how well the new typology 
sustains a typical Singaporean way of life while 
coping with the demands of a highly dense pop-
ulation. Typical Singaporean typologies operate 
very differently from Western typologies, owing to 
a more community-centric way of life. 

FUNCTIONALLY 



The HDB (Housing Development Board) flats are Singapore’s hous-
ing typology. 80% of Singaporeans live in these HDBs. They consist 
of large, concrete blocks grouped around a communal area, usually 
consisting of basketball courts and gardens. The ground floor of all 
HDB flats are an open colonnade. This open space is often appor-
priated by the community and some have been turned into shops, 
gathering spaces and even galleries. 

HDB





The Shophouse is a traditial Singporean typology that combines 
retail and housing. The ground floor is dedicated to mostly retail 
while the upper floor is for housing. A five foot way is iconic for a 
shophouse. It is a five foot covered walkway in front of the building. 
The five foot way connects the shophouses as well as extends the 
retail out into the street, blurring the line between public and private. 
This five foot way becomes a mingling space. 

SHOPHOUSES





The Hawker Center is Singapore’s dining typology. It is a large, open 
air pavillion filled with food stalls. Hawker centers can get quite large, 
sometimes carrrying up to 100 different food stalls serving a variety 
of local cuisines. Tables are scattered throughout the pavillion. Diners 
would usually eat as a group, with each person buying a different 
dish and sharing it among the group, creating a communal dining 
experience. 

HAWKER CENTER





Analyzing Singapore’s traditional typologies, there were two key el-
emnts that were uniquely Singaporean. Firstly, there is an emphasis 
on communal living that seemed to stem from a kampung, or malay 
fishing village, lifestyle. Secondly, programs lacked a clear boundary, 
with different programs seamlessly blending into each other. This 
was mostly due to Singaporean’s warm climate, with most buildings 
being open air and allowing for unhindered circulation. 

The proposed new typology would contain all the programs a typical 
Singaporean would want in their immediate neighborhood, therefore 
creating a mixed use hub that becomes a point of attraction for the 
neighborhood. These programs were analyzed and laid out in order 
of private v public v neighborhood as well as height.  

PROGRAM



Singapore’s warm climate allows for many overlapping programs, 
with one able to move seamlessly between a residential HDB to a 
Hawker Center connected via void decks. With this diagram, I high-
lighted several such overlapping programs that exist already, while 
proposing new overlaps that make sense. 

OVERLAPS



These are the set of facades used. Derived from iconic buildings 
in Singapore, these facades would be easily recognizable to most 
Singaporeans. 

FACADES



The proposed typology would have interconnected programs that 
bleed into each other. The building would have varying degrees of 
public space that continue upwards through the building. This public 
space connects everything and links the building together. 

SECTIONS



I chose 4 distinct nodes from the overlap diagram to expand upon. 
These four nodes represent the public, private, neighborhood and 
semi-public programs in Singaporean life. 

This node consists of the open, public programs of the typology. 
This is the node that will be accessible to the entire neighborhood. 
The node is very open, with the entire ground floor being open air. 
The auditorium connects the hawker center upwards and to other 
programs. 

NODES HAWKER  |  AUDITORIUM  |  LIBRARY









This node consists of the semi-public programs. The programs are 
located on a higher level. Retail and dining occurs on a more inti-
mate scale than in the hawker centers below. There is still the aspect 
of communal living, with a large atrium that connects this node that 
houses fairs and bazaars.

RETAIL  |  ATRIUM  |  RESTAURANTS









This node consists of the private programs of the new typology. The 
new typology is designed for communal living. Smaller residential 
spaces are linked together via sky gardens terracing upwards. Each 
apartments are connected to at least one sky garden and these 
sky garden double as circulation, encouraging residents to circulate 
through and interact with communal spaces to get to their apart-
ments. A nursury and an old folks’ home share the lower levels, 
linking into the sky gardens, gym and open space, much like how 
the void decks operate. 

APARTMENT  |  SKY GARDEN  |  NURSERY  |  OLD FOLKS’ HOME









This node consists of the communal programs of the new typolo-
gy. With the design geared towards communal living, amenities that 
residents would wish to have are located in this node. Mama shops, 
little grocery stores selling popular snacks and daily necessities, are 
located around a central basketball court and green space. Most of 
this node consists of large, open colonnades and are reprogramma-
ble according to what the residents need, similar to the Singaporean 
Void Deck. 

MAMA SHOP  |  BASKETBALL COURT  |  GARDEN
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