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Location: Emerald Hill Road, 
Singapore. Renovations to 
two-storey shophouse. 

Floor Area: 338 square metres. 
Renovation Cost: S$200,000 _ 

(US$100, (00). 
Client: Dr. & Mrs. Coh Poh 

Seng. 
Architects: William Lim 

Associates. 
Structural, Mechanical & 

Electrical Engineers: Steen 
Consultants Pte Ltd. 

Construction: November 1982 
-June 1983. 

Article by Carl Larson. 
Photographs by Andy Lai 
and Leong Koh Loy. 

Goh House, Singapore 

I n August 1981 the Urban Rede
. velopment Authority (URA) of 

Singapore announced plans for its 
first lar. ge scale urban conserva.tion 

- pr~ect. This proposal for the pre
servation of about 150 pre-war = Malacca style shophouses ensured 

the preservation of the existing street cha
racter as well as the upgrading of the en
vironment through landscaping and the 
eventual pedestrianisation of Emerald Hill 
Road. The area was zoned for residential 
usage with a limited number of commer
cial shops which had been permitted prior 
to the exactment of the conservation 
scheme. Since the announcement, about 15 
of the shophouses have undergone renova
tions. 

Dr. Goh and Mrs. Goh had been living 
in Penang with their family offour sons for 
a few years and were planning their return 
to Singapore when they purchased the 
shophouse at Emerald Hill Road. The 
building lot has a narrow 5.1 metre fron
tage and has a depth of approximately 35 
metres. The existing structure was in a state 
of disrepair and had a sagging roof but it 
was decided that as much of the existing 
materials and structure as possible would 
be retained and re-used so that not only the 
exterior, but the interior character of the 
house could be preserved. In addition, the 
Gohs had collected a number of carved 
timber panels and furniture from old shops 
and houses in Penang and Singapore which 
they wanted to incorporate into the new 
design. 
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The renovation works turned out to be 
more extensive than originally envisioned 
and involved a complete removal of all the 
existing timber floor joists and timber 
flooring. The entire roof was removed, 
new joists and insulation were added and 
then retiled with the original tiles. A jack 
roof and skylight were added over the 
newly created internal courtyard/pool area 
to introduce light and air into the centre of 
the house. With the exception of the mas
ter bedroom, the house is not aircondi
tioned. The electrical and plumbing works 
as well as the kitchen installation are all 
new. Materials for the renovation works 
were chosen because of their traditional 
associations and most of the detailing has 
been interpreted from the traditional shop 
house. All of the new floors have exposed 
kapor timber plank flooring and joists. 
White Carrera marble is used extensively 
for flooring on the ground level and tradi
tional ceramic ventilation blocks are used 
both decoratively and for utility. 

Below left: Emerald Hill Road elevation. The 
original facade has been restored with traditional timber 
windows and ornate plaster work. The double entrance 
door was acquired from an old house in Penang and 
reinstalled as part of the renovation works. 
Below: Emerald Hill Road. A view along Singapore's 
first urban conservation project. The Coh's house stands 
next to a "modernised" version of the shophouse. 
According to the URA proposal, the facade of such 
buildings must be restored to approximate the original. 
Later this year, the street will be paved and landscaped 
for pedestrians. 
Bottom: One of the architect's preliminary sketch models. 
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Above: Detail of the timber panels looking into the 
dining room, The panels are pivoted so that the space 
can be opened to include the fOl'eCourt and view onto the 
street, 
Left: Carved and gilded timber panels between the 
entry forecourt and dining room screen the interio'r of the 
house from the street, 
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Above: Fumishings Jor the living area include some of 
the Goh's collection of South-East Asian ceramics and 
sculpture. Beyond is the central courtyard with a 12{00t 
high palm planted in the centre of the pool. 
Right: All of the original exposed timberjoists andfloors 
had to be replaced, but the original detailing was re
tained. 
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Above and top: The master bedroom looks onto the 
central COUlt on one side and out over the rear external 
couI1yard on the other. The carved panels framing the 
wall openings in the master bedroom were originally 
door }i'ames from an old Penang shophouse. 



Left: A view of the central 

~ 
courtyard looking down from 
the third storey. The height 
from the pool to the underside 
of the jack roof is over 11 
metres. 
Left below: One of the 'Jl bedrooms on the second level 
with timber doors and 
balustrade details derivedJi'om 
the traditional shop house. 

n This room opens out to the 
courtyard. 
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Goh Poh Seng is a medical ~ doctor, novelist, playwright 
and poet. His wOl'ks deal 
mainly with South East Asian 
themes. Cun·ently he is 

lr actively involved irl a 
conservation proposal to 
premve the Singapol'e Rivei'. 
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William Lim has his own lr pri vate practice since 1960. In 
the design appl'Oach to projects, 
William Lim Associates • gives special emphasis to 

innovative and contextual 
architectul'e and 
environmentally I'esponsive a_ planning. 
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