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Singapore’s longstanding 
quest  to become the 
leading arts hub in Asia 

has led to the inauguration and 
buttressing of many mainstay 
arts events year-round. Just 
by mentioning the Arts in 
Singapore, well-known events 
such as the Singapore Arts 
Week, the Singapore Biennale 
and the Singapore International 
Festival of Arts come instantly 
to mind. 

These events have been 
aptly complemented with 
upgraded arts infrastructure in 
the form of Gillman Barracks, 
National Gallery Singapore 
and the newly renovated KC 
Arts Centre, just to name a 
few. And with the National 
Arts Council’s (NAC) ever-
increasing public funding for 
arts events, we are on track 
to establish ourselves as the 
leading international force in 
the arts world.

The Rise of the 
3Cs — Concerts, 
Carnivals and 
Conventions

The NAC has seen remarkable 
success through the years in 
generating public interest 
and cultivating a sustainable 
arts environment in its fields 
of focus. These are namely, 

music, dance, theatre, visual 
and literary arts. Despite some 
temporary hiatuses due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, many 
flagship arts events in these 
particular categories have 
been long running, with new 
performances or artists added 
to their lineup annually. 

I feel that there is room, 
however, for us to expand our 
scope of focus into newer forms 
of art that are gaining traction 
especially among the youth.

Before the pandemic, I 
noticed that many popular 
events that my friends attended 
(and more importantly, posted 
about) fell into three main 
categories outside of the NAC’s 
traditional focus. These were: 
concerts and music festivals, 
carnivals, as well as conventions. 

The C3 Anime Festival 
Asia (AFA) was one such 
“convention” that attracted 
over 100,000 anime and cosplay 
fans over three days. More 
than just anime however, the 
event pandered to a wide 
variety of interests, allowing 
independent creators to sell 
their merchandise, giving 
gaming enthusiasts the chance 
to play with guest cosplayers, 
and music fans the opportunity 
to catch live performances 
of their favourite anime pop 
songs. 
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Many new yet immensely 
popular carnivals have also 
sprung up across our island 
over the past few years. Artbox 
Singapore, the Prudential 
Marina Bay Carnival and the 
Shilin Night Market were 
huge successes, drawing large 
crowds and spawning countless 
social media posts of brightly-
lit carnival rides and colourful 
“Instagram-worthy” food and 
drinks. 

As a fan of K-pop myself, 
I was surprised at the sheer 
crowds that popular groups 
BTS and Twice attracted when 
I went for their concerts as 
well. While it was my first time 

seeing both of those groups, I 
heard from other concert goers 
that despite Twice having a stop 
in Singapore every year, the 
number of attendees was still 
growing annually. I was also one 
of the many fans who decided 
to “recce” the Singapore Sports 
Hub on the day before BTS’ 
concert, and was surprised to 
see many fans already lining 
up to buy their merchandise. 
A staff member told me that 
the entire venue, including the 
adjacent open areas and arenas, 
were all mobilised for the 
concert, making it one of the 
largest events ever hosted by 
the Sports Hub. On D-day, the 

entire stadium was overflowing 
with zealous concertgoers 
ready to catch their favourite 
idols perform. 

Demand and 
Expenditure

Why are these newer “3C” 
events (concerts, carnivals and 
conventions) garnering more 
attention and churning in more 
profits, especially from younger 
audiences, than conventional 
arts events? 

In a world where every 
weekend exper ience and 
every nice outfit worn for a 
specific occasion needs to be 
shared to all of our friends, the 
ability for millenials to casually 
take pictures of themselves 
at designated photo spots, 
and post them online with 
dedicated event hashtags, 
differentiates 3C events from 
conventional arts events held 
in concert halls or art galleries 
where photography is limited. 
Furthermore,  even when 
photography or videography 
is permitted at conventional 
arts events, many times these 
are not able to capture the true 
atmosphere/beauty of the art 
form presented right before 
our eyes. 

That would also explain why 

These lightsticks sold at Twice’s and BTS’ concerts synchronise via Bluetooth to colour-
coordinate with other lightsticks and blink to the rhythm of the song being performed. 
In light of the pandemic, where audience members are discouraged from singing along, 
these collectibles could help us better connect to the artists on stage, and perhaps 
function similarly to a TraceTogether token in other countries.
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many art galleries in Singapore 
have gradually evolved their 
exhibits to make them more 
interactive and “Instagram-
worthy” to appeal  to  the 
younger demographic. When I 
visited the ArtScience museum 
in 2019, I was impressed with 
the long running Future World 
exhibit which offered colourful 
play spaces and mesmerising 
digital installations, as well 
as the temporary Alice in 
Wonderland-themed exhibit 
which sent me and my friend 
down the rabbit hole through 
an interactive adventure. 

Nonetheless, 3C events still 
have the added advantage of 
being social gathering spaces 
for young ones to catch up with 
friends or meet their online 
fan communities in real life. 
Pop-up urban carnivals have 
given youths a reason to meet 
up with friends in areas where 
loud talking is not prohibited, 
while concerts and conventions 
each cater to niche subcultures 
that have their own dedicated 
fanbases. 3C events, amplified 
by their online social media 
presence, are thus synonymous 
with the FOMO (fear of missing 
out) phenomenon: If all my 
friends are going, I need to go 
too; if all the fans are going, how 
can I call myself one if I do not? 

Besides merely attending 
these events, the amount of 
money that teenagers (I admit, 
including myself) are spending 
there are skyrocketing as well. 
Whereas I was reluctant to 
even provide a voluntar y 
contribution of any sum of 
money to get the programme 
booklet for a play, I did not 
think twice before spending 
my  pre c i ou s  s av i ng s  on 
Twice’s merchandise during 
their  concert .  More than 
just impulse buying, some 
economic concepts can also 
be used to explain why we are 
more inclined to spend at these 
3C events. 

As for the prices of concert 
tickets, the advent of streaming 
platforms has led to a decline 
in revenue from album sales, 
forcing art ists  to turn to 
tours as a primary source of 
revenue. With popular artists 
only reaching our shores 
every once in a blue moon, 
and with concert venues only 
being able to accomodate a 
limited number of attendees 
(even more so due to social 
distancing measures), often 
times the shortage leads to a 
“black market” in the form 
of secondary ticket scalpers 
reselling tickets at many times 
the original prices. Of course, 

concert promoters have realised 
that if a fan is willing to buy a 
resold ticket at an inflated price, 
surely they ought to be able to 
increase original ticket prices 
to boost revenue. Still, if the 
Carousell listings for concert 
tickets selling at inflated prices 
mean anything, there is still 
potential for ticket prices to rise 
even higher. 

Pricing strategies have also 
taken the form of dynamic 
pricing and price discrimination 
to leverage on superfans’ ability 
and willingness to pay extra for 
an added experience. Category 
1 tickets for BTS’ concert tickets 
went for a whopping $348 as 
compared to a regular seated 
ticket of under $100 despite the 
only benefit being a closer view 
of the stage and a lucky draw 
to enter the pre-concert sound 
check, with limited view tickets 
released days before the concert 
being sold at the same price as 
category 2 tickets. The same 
pricing strategies catered to 
different fans at the C3 Anime 
Festival Asia, with tickets going 
for as low as $15 to as high 
as $448 for different types of 
access at the convention.

As  f o r  t h e  p r i c e s  o f 
merchandise sold at these 
events ,  the  scarc ity  bias 
comes heavily into play when 
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inf luencing consumers to 
spend more at these events. 
At  c o n c e r t s ,  p ro m o t e r s 
deliberately bring in limited 
supplies of merchandise in 
order to jack up prices and 
attract fans to queue overnight 
for these “limited edition” 
goods. Seeing the “sold out” 
sticker gradually being pasted 
on more and more items, even 
those in line that do not intend 
to buy many products end up 
snapping up as many items as 
they can get their hands on!

And how can I forget 
every Singaporeans’ favourite 
pastime? Eating! At the hugely 
popular Geylang Ramadan 
Bazaar for example, limited 
edition items came in the 
form of creative fusion food 
such as praffles (waffle-prata 
hybrid), bubble tea pancakes, 
youtiao churros and many 
more innovative food items 
which are inexpensive to make, 
but are really hard to find 
elsewhere. Whereas a normal 
prata will cost you less than a 
dollar, the novelty of a praffle 
would cost you upwards of $7. 

Why is this Art?

W h y  s h o u l d  t h e s e  3 C 
events then be taken into 
consideration as part of the arts 

scene in Singapore? Besides 
the pragmatic fact that their 
demand has been rising and 
that they have the potential 
to rake in more revenue, 
even for Singapore in the 
macroeconomic sense (which 
I will touch upon later), I 

believe that there is artistic and 
cultural value in these events 
that also gives us a reason to 
devote greater attention to their 
propagation. 

Concerts themselves are 
constantly evolving forms 
of performance art — with 

At Twice’s concert, stock was so limited that only those who queued up the day before the 
concert were able to purchase popular items. 
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larger, moving screens, more 
extravagant pyrotechnics and 
huge entourages of dancers, 
backup singers, and production 
crew, the biggest artists invest a 
lot into making each tour better 
than the next. At the Kpop 
concerts that I went to, even 
the fans got to be part of that 
exciting display with lightsticks 
that synchronise with the music 
in the arena to create oceans 
of light.

At conventions, dedicated 
fans also express their artistic 
creativity in different ways, 
through cosplay, selling their 
own art at exhibition spaces 
(such as Festival’s Creators 
Hub at the C3 AFA), and 
even performing covers of 
their favourite songs. With 
the potential to integrate art 
installations and exhibitions 
at popular urban carnivals, 
alongside the innovation of new 
food items that continuously 
advance our local food culture, 
there is more artistic and 
cultural value at these events 
than we give them credit for. 

Economic Impact 

To quote the former Chairman 
of the National Arts Council, 
Liu Thai Ker, there is nothing 
wrong in the Arts being aligned 

with economic impetuses. The 
realisation of which in the 
late 80s after the economic 
recess ion added another 
justification for Singapore to 
increase its expenditure on the 
Arts. Concerts, carnivals and 
conventions are not excluded 
from this advantage as well. 

According to a Korean 
University Business School 
research team headed by 
professor Pyun Ju-Hyeon, 
BTS’ two-day fanmeeting in 
Busan generated 130 billion 
won, equivalent of six days 
of all household and business 
economic act iv ity  in  the 
city, whilst the group’s two-
night Seoul concert had an 
economic effect of 350 billion 
won,  equivalent  to  three 
days of economic activity in 
Seoul. With just four days 
of performances alone, the 
combined injection into the 
Korean economy totalled 481.3 
billion won!

Many may argue, however, 
that the case study of BTS 
only works when analysed in 
the context of South Korea, 
where the group hails from. 
In  m a c ro e c on om i c s ,  we 
learn that imported goods 
and services are subtracted 
from the computation of our 
GDP. Does that mean that 

when a foreign artist holds a 
concert in Singapore, we stand 
to reap substantially lesser 
economic benefits? To answer 
this question, let me provide an 
anecdote of my own experience 
last year. 

Just like any other “kiasu” 
Singaporean, I had decided 
to queue overnight for their 
concert tickets before they 
went on sale, right outside the 
SportsHub ticketing booth. 
To my surprise, I saw fans 
carrying not just mats and 
snacks but huge suitcases to 
last them through the night. 
It was later that I realised that 
they were foreigners who flew 
in to Singapore not for the 
concert, but rather, just to buy 
the tickets for themselves and 
their friends at home!

As shown, this conundrum 
does not hold if we take into 
account the amount of tourists 
that concerts, conventions, 
and perhaps even carnivals 
have the potential to attract. 
In fact, the number of foreign 
tourist arrivals increased by 
187,000 for BTS’ three-day 
performance in Seoul in 2019, 
bringing their latest concert an 
estimated economic effect of 
nearly 1 trillion won, rivalling 
that of an Olympic Games. A 
ripple effect is created as fans 
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spend on merchandise and 
snacks, visit nearby attractions, 
stay in local lodging, and look 
for the best eateries in the 
vicinity, which in turn give a 
boost to local incomes, fuelling 
additional consumption. This 
is exactly the multiplier effect 
in play, and it applies similarly 
to conventions and carnivals 
as well.  

Looking Towards the 
Future

While I have spent a bulk of 
the essay so far establishing the 
cultural, artistic and economic 
value of 3C events, it is equally 
important to discuss what 
Singapore can do to bolster 
its support for these events 
nationwide, and the various 
challenges that may impede us 
from doing so. 

Covid-19

I must admit that this essay 
would be out of touch without 
acknowledging the current 
s i tuat ion  at  hand.  Many 
popular 3C events have been 
cancelled or postponed due to 
the pandemic. These include 
foreign artists who could not 
fly into the city due to travel 
restrictions, as well as music 
festivals such as Sentosa’s 

Stereofest and Gardens by the 
Bay’s Hydeout, among many 
others. 

Still, it is heartening that 
the relevant authorities have 
acknowledged the importance 
of preserving live arts events 
while paying close attention 
to public safety. As Singapore 
enters our safe reopening 
p l an ,  c ap ac i t y  for  e vent 
venues has increased. The 
National Arts Council and 
the Singapore Tourism Board 
have also worked together to 
introduce live performance 
pilots islandwide. The 80% 
subsidy for venue hire and 
in-house production cost 
that the Ministry of Culture, 
C o m m u n i t y  a n d  Yo u t h 
currently provides for art and 
culture activities was also 
extended.

It  i s  i mp e r at ive  t h at 
organisers take necessary 
precautions to protect the 
health of all attendees in order 
to keep 3C events running. 
The cooperation of those who 
feel unwell to refrain from 
participation is of utmost 
importance as well. At the 
onset of the pandemic, Garden 
Beats, a music festival held at 
Fort Canning Park, already set 
a good example by stationing 
eight hygiene points across 

the festival grounds providing 
anti-bacterial wipes, anti-
bacterial foam and hygienic 
waste disposal cans. No clusters 
originated from the event. 

The Back To Live concert at 
the Sands Theatre, Singapore’s 
first live concert since its 
coronavirus outbreak in early 
2020, required all of its 400 ticket 
holders to undergo mandatory 
swab testing a few hours before 
the concert, sit one metre apart 
between functional groups of a 
maximum of five people, and 
refrain from lingering at the 
venue after the concert ended.

Infrastructure and 
Logistics

Over time, significant progress 
has been made in coping with 
the huge crowds of people at 
these events. I was impressed 
with how the Singapore Sports 
Hub staff handled some of 
the more disorderly fans with 
much patience yet firmness. 
Newer events should learn from 
more established ones just like 
the F1 Singapore Grand Prix, 
which has evolved since its 
inauguration in 2008 to better 
manage congestion through 
announcing road closures well 
in advance and engaging many 
ushers on the day of the event.  

However, congestion can 
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never be fully resolved through 
simple contingency plans, as 
many other problems such 
as long wait times will always 
persist whenever there are 
crowds. Furthermore, new 
crowd management issues 
have emerged due to the 
pandemic, such as ensuring 
that people adhere to safe 
distancing measures  and 
do not intermingle between 
functional groups. To this, 
I suggest looking towards 
technology to further alleviate 
these problems.

Instead of waiting in line 
to buy merchandise or food 
items, why not order everything 
online or through a mobile app 
and collect it either at home 
through delivery or on site when 
it is ready? Or a wait time alert 
system that can double up as 
an interactive map of the venue 
to prevent overcrowding? This 
is exactly what BTS’ company, 
Big Hit Entertainment, has 
already rolled out at their 
2019 fanmeeting. By enabling 
concert goers who were within 
a 2.5-kilometre radius of the 
concert venue to pick up their 
merchandise by scanning a 
QR code after making their 
orders online, not only did 
concertgoers avoid the painful 
process of waiting in lines, 

BTS was able to double their 
revenue from merchandise 
sales alone.

O t h e r  t h a n  o u r 
smartphones, other Bluetooth-
enable d  de v ices  such  as 
lightsticks (pictured on page 
20) and TraceTogether tokens 
could also serve other functions 
to enforce safety. Additional 
functions can be added to 
them, such as lighting up in 
red or beeping when they sense 
other devices within their one-
metre radius so as to remind 
event participants to maintain 
their safe distance.  

Technology

While 3C events have the 
potent ia l  to  attract  even 
foreigners to travel all the way 
to Singapore just for a one-
night experience, the increase 
in competition from other 
regional cities can also lead to 
the reverse happening. Music 
festivals such as ZoukOut and 
Ultra have seen a decline in 
attendeeship over the years 
due to competition from other 
regional festivals headlined by 
bigger stars. Furthermore, the 
pandemic has severely curbed 
our ability to bring in both 
foreign audiences and artists 
alike.

Leveraging on technology 
is one such way in which we 
can overcome these challenges. 
Especially in the aftermath of 
the pandemic, many concerts 
and events companies have 
turned to live-streaming as an 
alternative source of revenue. 
K-pop stars BTS broke records 
by drawing more than one 
million concurrent viewers to 
their ticketed, two-day online 
concert featuring state-of-the-
art Augmented Reality (AR) 
stages.

More than just conventional 
live-streaming, Virtual Reality 
(VR) can be used to bring the 
event experience to those who 
are not able to attend events 
in real life. Already, platforms 
such as MelodyVR and Oculus 
Venues which offer paid-for 
live-streaming of concerts in 
VR are revolutionising the 
concert going experience in the 
US, especially as its capabilities 
to mimic real-life experiences 
continue to develop at a rapid 
pace. Recently, local artist 
ShiGGa Shay teamed up with 
digital entertainment company 
MRGE for an interact ive 
performance set in real-time 
via his website. The ‘365’ Mixed 
Reality Experience featured 
the hip-hop trailblazer in a 
motion-capture suit, adopting 
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a bespoke digital avatar and 
taking viewers to fantastical 
360-degree environments in 
real-time. Imagine if other 
3C events could create such 
virtual environments, enabling 
participants to meet artists or 
like-minded fans in unique 
virtual dimensions!

Integration

St i l l ,  many fee l  that  the 
atmosphere and thr i l l  of 
attending events in real life 
could never be fully replicated 
by alternative reality, explaining 
why many members of the 
public are still unwilling to 
pay for virtual live-streams, 
especially for lesser-known 
artists or events, rather than 
the real thing. 

Rather than a replacement 
for physical events, therefore, 
virtual events can run alongside 
their physical counterparts, 
especially as we return to a 
new normal and further ease 
Covid-19 restrictions. Indeed, 
events such as the Esplanade’s 
Baybeats alternative music 
festival has been experimenting 
with the concept of online-
offline integration, whereby 
select performances in the 
Esplanade Theatre had a small 
number of socially distanced 

people in the audience who had 
bought tickets for a backstage 
tour. For concert promoter 
2 4OW LS ,  on l ine- of f l i ne 
integration took the form of 
delivering cocktails to viewers 
at home, while they enjoyed 
their ticket online gig series, 
Flock At The Nest, from the 
comfort and safety of their 
homes. 

Innovating the event-going 
experience can also take the 
form of integrating concert, 
carnival and convention all 
under one umbrella. Once 
again, Big Hit Entertainment 
has made headway in pioneering 
this “tour village” concept. BTS’ 
concerts ran concurrently with 
pop up stores and exhibitions 
across the cities of Los Angeles, 
Chicago, London and Paris 
where they were touring, which 
attracted over 100,000 visitors 
in total. These BTS-themed 
exhibition spaces capitalised 
on the group’s brand image 
not only to sell merchandise 
but functioned as creative play 
spaces and photo spots as well, 
essentially turning cities into 
BTS-themed festivals. The 
possibilities are endless — Big 
Hit Entertainment plans to use 
its Weverse app to allow fans 
to book BTS-themed hotels 
and make reservations at BTS-

themed cafes in addition to 
purchasing concert tickets. 
And if BTS can do it, other 
artists or events with a strong 
brand name attached to them 
can do it too. 

Conclusion

All in all, there is huge potential 
for Singapore to tap into the 
market for concerts, carnivals 
and conventions. This does 
not necessitate a shift in focus 
from conventional arts events, 
as they have been and will 
continue to be mainstays of 
our homegrown arts culture. 
Rather, 3C events should be 
integrated into the robust local 
arts scene, and both should be 
devoted equal attention and 
given room to grow in new, 
innovative directions. 

Wh i l e  t h e  p a n d e m i c 
has brought with it a fair set 
of challenges for the events 
industry, it has also pushed 
artists to think about other 
w ay s  t h e y  c a n  l e v e r a g e 
on technology to continue 
connecting with audiences. 
Furthermore, being unable to 
travel overseas has made many 
Singaporeans more attentive to 
the local arts scene and yearn 
for what more it has to offer.
To firmly establish itself as a 
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regional arts hub, I believe that 
Singapore has to syncretically 
embrace all different forms 
of art, and bring conventions, 
carnivals and concerts under 
its umbrella. 
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Background

Based on a survey conducted 
by The Sunday Times in 2020, 
71% of the 1,000 respondents 
have expressed “artists” as the 
most non-essential jobs in the 
21st century. This sparked a 
heated argument across the 
nation about the significance 
of the Arts. Being a member of 
my secondary school’s theatre 
club, a K-pop fanatic and a 
crazy Netflix binge-watcher, I 
felt rather uneasy. Do the Arts 
really mean nothing at all in 
Singapore? Without the Arts, 
we wouldn’t be watching Squid 
Game, the Mona Lisa would 
have never existed and Changi 
Jewel would be gone. 

Art exists in many different 
forms: visual arts, performing 
arts, literary arts etc. It is a 

way of creative expression, 
stor ytel l ing and cultura l 
appreciation. According to 
the 2015 Singapore Cultural 
Statistics Report, the arts and 
culture sector was estimated to 
have contributed approximately 
S$1.6 billion to the economy in 
value-added terms in 2013 
to the nation. The figure is a 
surge from S$43 million in 
1986 to S$922 million in 2003. 
Although these may be mere 
numbers, this is a testament 
that the Arts are vital to the 
economic sector in Singapore. 

In this essay, I will look 
into architecture, a form of 
art in designing buildings and 
structures in the context of 
Singapore. This essay aims 
to address how architecture 
is an art form and provide 
more context about Singapore’s 
architectural sector. We will 
then analyse the economic 

impacts of architecture and 
how Covid-19 affected the 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  s e c t o r  i n 
Singapore. Do note that this 
essay may not be reflective of 
all mediums of art and should 
not be used to measure the 
economic value of art. 

How is Architecture 
Considered an Art?

As former President of the 
United States Barack Obama 
once said during the Pritzker 
Architecture prize Ceremony 
Speech in 2011, architecture 
is about “creating buildings 
and spaces that inspire us, that 
help us do our jobs, that bring 
us together, and that becomes 
works of art that we can move 
through and live in at their 
best. In the end, that is why 
architecture can be considered 
the most democratic art forms.” 
Architecture is an expressive 
art medium that reflects how 
we present ourselves across the 
earth’s landscape. It changes 
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wit h  s ty les  and  c u ltura l 
adaptations. Not only does 
architecture provide us with 
shelter and a space to work, 
but it also represents human 
ideals in structures such as 
government buildings and 
places of worships.

Architecture in 
Singapore

Singapore has a reputation 
for being a “garden city” 
with the spotless walkways 
along Gardens by the Bay 
and the modern skyscrapers 
that dominate the Central 
Business District. However, 
this was not the case in the 
past. Since its independence 
i n  1 9 6 5 ,  t h e  c o u n t r y 
went through signif icant 
economic development  that 
caused its transformation from 
a third-world state to a first-
world nation. The architectural 
sector in Singapore showcases 
a huge range of styles that is 
accumulated from different 
time frames, with structures 
that have distinctive foreign 
influences and architectural 
aesthetics in traditional and 
contemporary forms. This 
helps to attract more tourists 
and investment  into  the 
nation, as well as improving 

the standards of living for 
Singaporeans. For this essay, 
I will focus on three aspects 
of architecture: shophouses, 
historical architecture and 
modern architecture.  

Shophouses

Shophouses are a prominent 
f or m  of  a rc h i t e c t u re  i n 
Singapore. A source of nostalgia 
and joy, these rows of narrow, 
attractive units play a huge 
role in Singapore’s rich culture 
and heritage. Majority of these 
buildings are low-rise (usually 
two- to three-storeys high) 
and built in continuous blocks 
with common party walls. Each 
unit is a small terraced house 
with a sheltered “five-foot” 
pedestrian way in front. Some 
of these shophouses described 
above can be found in the 
neighbourhoods of Katong and 
Chinatown. Two key features 
of shophouses are the timber 
windows and the roof. The 
timber windows are designed 
in the French or Casement 
style, and some have operable 
timber shutters to allow for air 

and light. The roof is usually 
of a “pitched” construction on 
a timber structural frame and 
laid with natural coloured, 
unglazed V-profile terracotta 
roof tiles. 

Sh oph ou s e s  d e pi c t  a 
mixture of different styles. 
Depending on when they are 
built, they display a range of 
architectural influences. Most 
shophouses are constructed 
between the 1840s and the 
1960s and they formed the 
majority of the pre-World War 
2 urban fabric of Singapore. For 
instance, the austere elegance 
of the Second Transitional 
Style eschewed rich detailing 
and tiling for sleek columns 
and arches. Shophouses are 
also a great blend of cultural 
influences with an eclectic 
mix of Chinese, Malay and 
European elements.

Historical Structures

In the 1960s and 70s, the sight 
of wooden kampongs with 
roofs made up of attap leaves 
(they catch fire easily) and 
jetties serve as a testament to 

Two key features of shophouses are 
the timber windows and the roof.
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Singapore’s humble origins as 
a fishing village. Structures 
made of bricks and concrete 
were then introduced during 
the British colonial rule, which 
led to some of the nation’s 
most iconic buildings up till 
today. Despite Singapore’s huge 
transformation into an urban 
hub, some of these historical 
structures are still standing. 
Here are three examples of 
h i s t o r i c a l  s t r u c t u re s  i n 
Singapore:

National Gallery 
Singapore (Formerly 
known as The Old 
Supreme Court)

Located in the heart of the 
Central Business District, 
The Old Supreme Court in 
S t  A n d re w ’s  R o a d  i s  an 
architectural landmark that 
dates back to 1939. After a 10-
year renovation, the building 
has been repurposed as the 
National Gallery Singapore. 
Reflecting Singapore’s unique 
heritage and geographical 
location, it serves as a dominant 
visual arts institution which 
contains the world’s largest 
public collection of Singapore 
and Southeast Asian modern 
a r t .  D e s i g n e d  b y  L o r d 
Norman Foster in 2005, this 
S$208 million building has 

been beautifully restored and 
transformed into this vibrant 
64,000 square-metre arts 
centre. The city-hall chamber is 
where some of Singapore’s key 
events in history occur, such as 
the inauguration of Singapore’s 
first president, Yusof Ishak. 

Inside the building, there 
are two-linked bridges in the 
atrium. A distinctive metal 
and glass canopy are used to 
construct the bridge, which is 
supported by tree-like columns. 
More than 15,000 glass and 
aluminium panels were used 
to build and form the roof and 
veil of the Gallery, resulting in 
an ethereal feel when natural 
light floods in. In the past, there 
was a caged passageway which 

consisted of an unseen network 
of long and narrow corridors 
under the courtrooms. This is 
where defendants in criminal 
cases were brought in for their 
court appearances away from 
the spotlight of the public. 
Another significant feature of 
this Gallery’s architecture is 
the distinctive dome that sits 
on top. Originally copper in 
colour, it became green over 
time because of oxidation from 
the surrounding air. 

Raffles Hotel Singapore

Home to the world-famous 
cocktail the Singapore Sling, 
Raffles Hotel Singapore serves 
as a heritage icon in the country 
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till today. Named after Sir 
Stamford Raffles, the founder 
of Singapore, the hotel was 
built by the Sarkies Brothers. 
Despite Raffles Hotel Singapore 
opening in 1887, its layout still 
evolves. 

Using neo-Renaissance 
architecture, tropical touches 
like high ceilings and extensive 
verandahs were added. It 
includes a dining room with 
a marble floor, electric lights 
and powered ceiling fans. With 
icons such as Charlie Chaplin 
and Queen Elizabeth II who 
stayed there, Raffles Hotel 
Singapore is one of the most 
famous hotels ever built in 
the island. In 1989, a facelift 
was restored it to the height 
of its glory. An original cast-
iron portico and a timber 
staircase were reinstated 

and decorative plasterwork 
being meticulously repaired. 
Eventually, all the rooms in the 
hotel were renovated to become 
suites with teakwood floors and 
handmade carpets. With its 
storied elegance, compelling 
history and astounding guest 
l ist ,  it  continues to draw 
travellers from all parts of the 
world.

Hong San See

Constructed between 1908 
and 1913, the Hong San See 
temple was established by 
the Hokkien community in 
Singapore. The name “Hong 
San See” means “Temple on 
Phoenix Hill” in  Chinese. 
Although this structure is 
now surrounded by many 
modern, high-rise buildings, 

this temple used to overlook 
the sea. It even become the first 
Singapore building to win an 
Award of Excellence in the 2010 
UNESCO Asia-Pacific Heritage 
Awards for Cultural Heritage 
Conservation.

Its beautifully preserved 
f o r m  i s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f 
southern Chinese-style temple 
architecture. The axial planning, 
courtyards, and beam-frame 
structure are some traditional 
features of  this  southern 
Chinese-style. Another key 
feature is the granite columns 
that are exquisitely carved 
with dragons, peonies and 
phoenixes. The chien nien (also 
known as the art of creating 
f igures from porcelain in 
Chinese) ornamentation and 
intricate plaster relief work on 
the eaves and roof showing the 
two dragons “moving” with a 
pearl are traits that make the 
temple so unique. 

Modern Structures

In present day, Singapore 
comprises of many different 
c onte mp or ar y  bu i l d i ng s 
that make the city skyline so 
beautiful. From the ground-
breaking Changi Jewel to 
the  Inter lace  res ident ia l 
apartments, these futuristic, 
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h i g h - r i s e  bui ldings  g ive 
Singapore’s urban landscape 
a distinctive identity. Below 
are three examples of modern 
structures in our nation: 

Marina Bay Sands Hotel

The Marina Bay Sands Hotel 
is  a 155,000 square-metre 
integrated  resor t ,  which 
comprises a hotel, convention 
centre, theatre, museum, event 
plaza, celebrity restaurants and 
shops. Designed by award-
winning architect Moshe Safdie, 
this building has three sloping 
towers soaring 194 metres from 
the ground, and linked at the 
top by the expansive SkyPark. 
This landmark has also been 
featured in Hollywood films 
such as Crazy Rich Asians. 
The park includes a 360-degree 
view for visitors to get a breath-
taking view of the city’s skyline. 
Some amenities of the hotel 
include lush gardens and an 
infinity swimming pool (the 
pool happens to be the world’s 
largest public cantilevered 
space).

Henderson Waves Bridge

The Henderson Waves bridge 
is the highest pedestrian bridge 
in Singapore at 36 metres 
above ground level. When 

the bridge was completed 
in 2008, its shape and lush 
green belt has made a mark in 
southern Singapore. Similar to 
its name, the bridge resembles 
the undulating shape of a wave, 
which curves and twists along 
its entire 274-metre length. To 
form the “ribs” of the bridge, 
steel arches are anchored and 
filled in with curved slats of 
Balau wood. Balau wood is a 
dense hardwood used in heavy 
construction which is found 
only in Southeast Asia.

Besides the rich variety of 
flora and fauna, the bridge’s 
shape allows it to have hidden 
recesses and shell-like niches, 
where pedestrians can admire 
the stunning views of the island. 
Thus, the bridge is a popular 
spot for joggers and families.

Lasalle College of the 
Arts

A  p u b l i c - f u n d e d  a r t s 
institution, the LASALLE 
College of the Arts is designed 
by local architects. The seven-

storey-high campus is a creative 
way of utilising space. From 
the outside, the building is 
made up of black monolithic 
stone and aluminium, as well 
as irregularly-shaped windows. 
Unlike its exterior, the buildings 
are graphic with faceted glass 
walls and individual panels 
framed in black, each tilting at 
different angles.

The design was inspired by 
geology used in our daily lives. 
To evoke a natural landscape, 
a cluster of sculpted blocks, 
multiple linking corridors and 
sky bridges are built around a 
central space that conjures the 
image of a deep canyon. This 
creates a dynamic atmosphere 
of movement and energy by 
allowing natural light and air to 
circulate around the buildings. 
Thus, it is not surprising that 
this masterpiece has gained 
worldwide attention. It even 
represented Singapore in the 
architectural section of the 
Venice Biennale in 2004 and 
has continued to win more 

The Henderson Waves bridge 
is the highest pedestrian bridge 
in Singapore at 36 metres above 
ground level.
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awards such as the 9th Singapore 
Institute of Architect’s Design 
Awards.

Economic Impact of 
Architecture

Tourism

Architecture is used as a basic 
instrument to stimulate tourism 
development in our nation. 
In Singapore where there are 
too few natural or historical 
attractions, there is a need to 
build remarkable, man-made 
structures designed by famous 
architects to build new tourism 
destinations. This attracts huge 
crowds of tourists which helps 
to increase the income of 
the place. In addition, iconic 
landmarks can encourage 
investments  in  the  loca l 
architecture sector. With the 
government allocating a large 
budget to build infrastructure, 
it motivates architects to enter 
the Singaporean architecture 
m a r k e t  f o r  c o m m e r c i a l 
buildings and recreational 
areas. 

In 2018, a total of 18.5 
million international visitors 

came to Singapore. This is a 
6.22% increase in numbers in 
comparison to 2017, when 17.4 
million tourists travelled to our 
nation. These international 
visitors spend a total of S$27.1 
billion in Singapore in 2018. 
One example would be the 
Gardens by the Bay nature park, 
which recorded 10.2 million 
visitors in the 2017-2018 year. 
The Marina Bay Sands Hotel 
has a 96.7% occupancy rate and  
contributed US$3.069 billion 
in net revenues in 2018. In 
addition, the S$1.7 billion Jewel 
Changi Airport which opened 
in 2019 saw more transit 
passengers clear immigration 
just to see the world’s tallest 
indoor waterfall inside.

For a long period of time, 
historic architecture provides 
a significant source of revenue 
for the tourism sector. Many 
people travel to dif ferent 
countries to see structures 
that contain a rich history. In 
present day, these culturally-
rich cities must redevelop so 
that there are new attractions 
to cater to the masses of tourists 
visiting annually. One way 

to do so is to perhaps create 
a new and prominent tourist 
destination that eventually 
becomes a must-visit attraction 
for tourists.

Boost economic growth

The architecture sector helps 
to increase economic growth 
in Singapore. According to 
an article published by Our 
World in Data,  economic 
growth is defined as the goods 
and services that we all need 
are not just there, they need to 
be produced. Growth means 
that their quality and quantity 
increase. A vibrant architecture 
scene is vital to enhance the 
attractiveness of Singapore to 
global talent and businesses. A 
2001 survey commissioned by 
the Economic Development 
Board (EDB) to study the 
quality of life for foreign talent 
based abroad and in Singapore 
showed that the Singapore arts 
and culture scene needs to be 
more vibrant in order to attract 
more talent here. Foreign talent 
is necessary to increase the 
diversity and skills needed in 

For a long period of time, historic architecture provides a 
significant source of revenue for the tourism sector.
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our workforce. This increases 
the productivity and efficiency 
in the workforce, which will 
boost Singapore’s economic 
growth.

To add on, economists 
agree  that  the qual ity  of 
human capital enjoyed by 
any enterprise is very closely 
related to the potential for 
economic growth. The function 
of the structure in attracting 
a highly educated population 
with the skills and training 
needed to meet the demands 
of existing and new businesses 
that depend on such capital is 
well documented.

In terms of economic 
outcomes, the gross domestic 
product (GDP) is our indicator 
used for this essay. GDP is 
defined as the total value of final 
goods and services produced 
within geographical boundaries 
of a country. Nominal GDP 
refers to the total value of final 
goods and services produced 
w it h in  t he  ge og raphic a l 
boundaries of a country over 
a period of time, measured 
based on current prices. The 
nominal value-added from the 
construction of architecture 
has been rising over the years. 
It stood at S$18.49 billion in 
2019, an increase from S$14.84 
billion in 2011. This has led to 

a contribution of 8.4% to GDP 
from 2011 to 2019. 

Improve standard of 
living

Standard of living is defined 
as the wellbeing of the average 
resident in a country, including 
both material and non-material 
aspects. Material standard of 
living refers to the quantity and 
quality of goods and services 
available to the average resident 
for consumption, while non-
material standard of living 
refers to the quality of life 
in relatively more intangible 
terms.

The spaces that we design 
and build can make a huge 
impact on the way we live, 
from improving our mood 
to our performance at work. 
Besides providing the basic 
functionality of the structure, 
good architecture enhances 
our quality of life with the right 
blend of aesthetics and design. 
It helps to attract and build 

human capital by providing 
environments that lift our 
spirits, as well as to engage 
and empower communities 
to achieve their maximum 
potent ia l ,  improving the 
material standards of living 
for people as there are better 
quality of services received by 
people. 

The relationship between 
good design and good business 
is a symbiotic relationship. 
For instance, a well-designed 
workplace provides employees 
with an abundance of daylight, 
breath-taking views,  and 
socially engaging work spaces 
that promote collaboration 
brings significant positive 
benefits to productivity and 
creative output.  This can 
reduce stress levels in the 
workplace, improving non-
material standards of living. 
This benefits workers, business 
and the community in which 
they work.

G o o d  a r c h i t e c t u r e 
considers the functional needs 

The spaces that we design and build 
can make a huge impact on the way 
we live, from improving our mood to 
our performance at work. 
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of the space and helps improve 
the activities that are going to 
occur there via a well-planned 
layout.  This signif icantly 
improves how people feel when 
they use the area. In addition, 
good architecture enhances 
accessibility by considering 
t h e  n e e d s  o f  u s e r s  w h o 
may have reduced mobility, 
improving their experience of a 
building. One example of good 
architecture is by incorporating 
green spaces, such as gardens, 
into the overall design. Research 
has proven that spending more 
time in nature can help improve 
mental health and positively 
impact people’s moods.

Lastly, an aesthetically-
pleasing structure invites 
people in and makes them 
want to spend time inside, in 
contrast to feeling confined 

or crowded. Colours and the 
geometric proportions and 
patterns used in an area create 
an atmosphere that inspires and 
calms people.

Impact of Covid-19

However, I do acknowledge 
that with the ongoing Covid-19 
pandemic, the architecture 
sector in Singapore has been 
significantly affected. During 
the Circuit Break period, 
more than two-thirds of the 
architecture projects were 
severely hit at first. Projects 
became cancelled and sites 
were closed down. People were 
forced to work from home. 
To make matters worse, a 
large group of architecture 
companies saw reduced cash 
flows, increased expenses and 

unrecoverable outlays.
Nonetheless, there is still 

hope. When Deputy Prime 
Minister Heng Swee Keat 
unveiled the Supplementary 
Budget  in  Par l iament  in 
2020, he mentioned that the 
government is setting aside 
a further S$48.4 billion to 
support businesses, workers 
and families as Singapore 
copes with the unprecedented 
pandemic. This is in addition 
to the S$6.4 billion in measures 
that was previously announced 
to minimise the impact from 
the crisis. During tough times, 
architectural firms can adopt 
and advocate new ideas too. 
Some potential projects to 
take note of include offices 
that can be re-designed to 
adapt to the pandemic. Indeed, 
innovative designs will keep 
emerging, which showcases 
the richness and diversity the 
Singapore architecture industry 
has in problem-solving and 
innovative thinking.

My Final Thoughts

Overall,  the architectural 
s e c t o r  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o 
Singapore because it makes 
meaningful contributions 
to society beyond economic 
indicators. Architecture is a 
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unique form of art because 
it is an expressive platform 
that allows us to be innovative 
and showcases our ideas on 
a geographical landscape. 
Architecture encapsulates a 
huge part of Singapore’s origins 
and history, forms a diverse 
range of structures that depicts 
different cultures and is of 
intrinsic value to Singaporeans 
of all walks of life. Through 
these places, we are able to 
create fond memories and make 
our daily lives more vibrant.

Yet ,  the  architectura l 
i ndust r y  prov i d e s  many 
economic benefits such as 
attracting more international 
visitors into our country, 
boosting economic growth 
and improving our quality 
of living for Singaporeans. 
Architecture helps to build 
financial capital by putting it 
to work constructing assets 
that are not only beautiful and 
inspiring but are also durable 
and adaptable enough to retain 
their value over a long time. 

Yong Qi is currently studying in Hwa Chong Junior College. While she is interested in the social 
sciences, she is also drawn to the systems of city life. With prior experience in her secondary 
school’s theatre club, Yong Qi has a soft spot for musicals. Outside of the classroom, Yong Qi enjoys 
watching Korean dramas and Formula 1 racing. She as a coffee enthusiast relies on her school’s 
canteen drink stall to fuel her caffeine needs. She is a fanatic of spicy food and runs a food account 
on Instagram too.

With greater awareness and 
appreciation for architecture 
over the years, there is no doubt 
that architecture is crucial to 
build Singapore’s past, present 
and future.
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