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Tay Kheng Soon 
Serangoon Gardens Country Club, Singapore 

T he Serangoon Garden 
Country Club building is 
designed around a glass
sheltered, landscaped 
garden room which is 
the centre of the club 

actJ.vltles and from which the library, 
lounge, disco, restaurant, billiard room, 
etc. all radiate. 

The design introduced a totally new 
concept of sheltered outdoor space. For 
the first time, it is possible to enjoy the 
splendour of tropical living amidst palm 
trees through all kinds of weather. As 
you enter, you cross a decorative pool to 
the reception area, with clusters of plush 
settees amidst planters. Beyond this is a 
central garden room with trees which rise 
to the glass vaulted roof above. This 
landscaped composition becomes a back
drop for a semi-circular marble and black 
granite performing stage from which a 
string quartet performs. A lounge deck 
on a slightly lower level adjoins the per
forming stage, stretching out towards the 
poolside. 

In contrast to this naturally ventilated 
garden room, the other facilities radiating 
from it are air-conditioned. 

In the overall planning of the land
scape, a totally coordinated approach is 
taken. Every curb, step, fence or path, all 
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lighting and feature planting is carefully 
considered to create a consistent progres
sion towards the climax of the club build
ing itself Trees, pavings and planters are 
organised to define spaces and focus 
direction and to screen out undesirable 
Vlews. 

A modular square grid has been em
ployed in the overall planning. It first 
demonstrates itself in the common group 
configuration, where each "column" is 
actually made up of four square columns, 
arranged to form an overall square. The 

Below: The covered outdoor space is a kind of 
garden room. 
Bottom: Entrance to the Serangoon Country Club. 
Right: Detail r1 the covered outdoor space showing 
the stairs to upper levels. 
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spaces between the small columns are 
then either left empty, or covered with 
glass with accent lighting inside or with 
access panels where services are concealed 
within. 

This system of squares is carried on 
into the structural system, where the 
waffle slab itself is exposed, without a 
dropped ceiling system. All electrical 
conduits thus have to be coordinated into 
the construction system to avoid exposed 
trunkings. Light diffusers and fittings are 
also coordinated within this same square 
format. 

On the exterior, aluminium sun
screen panels prevent excessive heat 
build-up and improve OTIV. Solar gain 
through the glazed barrel vault skylights 
is controlled via nylon sun-screen cur
tains. These curtains are drawn across 
along the underside of the barrel vault by 
electric motors whenever desired. Fixed 
glass louvres along the length of the bar
rel vaults and electric fans at the glazed 
gable ends help expel any built-up heated 
aIr. 

Left: View of the glaz ed barrel vault with alumi
nium sun-sel'eens. 
Left, below: The clubhouse landscaped COUl't. 
Below: View of the Olympic size swimming pool 
and the clubhouse. 
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Tay Kheng Soon 

T he hotel in Borneo is a 
design which attempts to 
integrate two interwoven 
themes: that of a large, 
covered, outdoor, tropic
al open space which is cli

matically engineered; and, the rhapsodic 
or transcendental in an integrated, inter
nal and external design. 

In terms of climate, we have for many ' 
years been exploring the positive use of 
the tropical climate as generators in de
sign. Technology and rhapsody are an 
added challenge to depart from merely 
avoiding the sun and rain, which has 
been the predominant approach to tro
pical architecture. We seek a different 
approach, that is to use these factors to 
achieve ecologically-balanced environ
ments, as well as to exploit the charm and 
drama of moderating the intense light 
and the sudden and frequent shifts in 
mood produced by thunderstorms and 
torrential rain. Such transitions, with 
their dramatic potential, have precisely 
been so ameliorated by air-conditioning 
and boxy architectural enclosures that we 
are no longer conscious of the tropics -
except the discomfort when outside those 
enclosures. Indeed, tropical architecture 
today is still conceived as climate
avoidance devices. 

In my paper presented at the Arcasia 
Forum in Bali, in October 1986 I formu
lated a rhapsodic-design strategy, utilis
ing twelve cognitive categories which, 
when deployed in combination, can pro
duce a sustained arousal of such interest 
as to become a "mediator between the 
mundane and the sublime. " Indeed, 
man's fascination with jewellery, or fas
cination with enigmatic objects, is ancient 
and universal. This is the aspect that 
needs to be focussed upon and taken up 
in the contemporary design agendas as a 
conscious and deliberate objective. 

Modem architecture, and the more 
recent tum of events in design, have 
almost totally obscured the notion of 
magic in design. This is not to say that 
magic does not exist in contemporary 
designs. Indeed, to the contrary, in some 
well-published designs it is very much in 
evidence. The complaint I have is that 
Magic-in-Design is not a legitimate or 
conscious design objective. In the rhetoric 
of the so-called post-modernists, decon
structists or fragmentationists, there is no 
acknowledgement of this need nor reality 
in human nature. It has thus remained in 
the background of consciousness, ex
erting a powerful but inconsistent influ-

A Jewel in the Jungle , Borneo. 

ence on mundane agendas. 
It is my view, however, that the rhap

sodic is the bed-rock drive in the creation 
of enthralling objects, even if the adver
tised reasons and historical circumstances 
appear to be the reasons. Issues of a tech
nical, social or cultural nature are only the 
necessary but temporal circumstance of a 
design. It is a rnistake to assume that 
these are the central issues simply because 
they are part of the contemporary para
digm. 

It is also entirely possible that desig
ners are not all that conscious of their 
own processes or motives and may make 
magic by mistake! Even those who have 
a highly-developed conscious-design
process may be concerned with other 
things, but nonetheless unintentionally 
create design magic. And this is obvious
ly happening but it should be more inten
tional. It is clear that the rhapsodic in 
design can be found within any design 
approach and with varying degrees of 
conscious intent, since the rhapsodic or 
the transcendental is so fundamental to 
human nature. 

It is necessary to consider the viewers' 
perspective. Designs which are obviously 
referential (and worse), even pedantically 
so, become propaganda not poetry. They 
restrict through what they prescribe by 
being literal and representational. Thus, 
freedom of the imaginative response 
offered by rhapsodic design should only 
have sufficient links with the familiar. 
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Model oj the hotel which shows the tremendously 
large scale at which the structure was to be built. 

Too much of it and the imagination will 
be locked into an indulgence in the past 
and the familiar, with a corresponding 
diminution of a sense of the present, and 
a desensitisation of the poetics of a place. 

Typology and tradition are only use
ful for their lessons. They must not be 
clung onto, indulged in, or be toyed with 
if a freely imaginative culture is to per
tain. Revivalism traps the mind and de
vitalizes creativity. It is therefore obvious 
why insecure and embattled states are 
interested in revivalism. It serves the. 
state. When the free or rhapsodic im
agination is constrained, it is easy to con
trol the dreams and directions of men. In 
art, the effects of the representational or a 
revived image prevents the mind from 
leaping. If creative freedom is to be 
served, then it is a better strategy to link 
to the familiar only lightly, but engage it 
through enigma, dynamics and ambigui
ty. It is in this light that a review of the 
history of architecture's great rhapsodic 
moments will yield rich evidence and les
sons of the transcendental drive in man's 
great desire for paradise. But they must 
remain lessons and not moulds for to
day's designs. 

The design strategy of the "hotel in 
Borneo" is meant to be a contrast - a 
jewel in the jungle, or a bridge, a trans
port device for the mind and the senses, 



yet an ever-changing affirmation of the 
place and the time. If the design is suc
cessful, it must be able to engage the 
viewers' imagination and produce an en
chantment - a shift into a different plane 
- a heightening of consciousness. Since it's 
not to be built, I can only dream about it. 

The soaring spires will catch the 
changing light, some glowing, others 
flashing, glittering. A glit catches the eye 
with every slight shift of view. The early
moming blanket of mist will be punctu
ated by the glowing tips of the spires 
catching the first rays of sunrise. A hum
ming of wind across stretched tapes in the 
spires is part of the experience. Within the 
central lobby space, groves of palm form 
silent regiments guarding the jewelled 
space as changing light casts patterns on 
the floor of parquetted marble with metal 
and glass inlays. 

Cold air spills from trumpets set at 
intervals, glistening with condensed 
moisture as cold and warm air mix. It is 
not homogenous air-conditioning. The 
air-conditioning is planned as a lively 
climatic medium in which activities 
gravitate from warmer to cooler spots in 
a predetermined pattern. The hotter air 
rises through sound generating devices 
set in the roof ventilators creating a music 
which matches the changing moods. A 
composer is needed! 

Light coming through the photo
tropic glass roof is moderated by electric
al charges in the glass, varying the degree 
of opacity and transparency as needed 
and as willed. Prisms set in the roofs steel 
structure reflect and refract light casting 
rainbows on the walls and floors. Precise 
calibration of sun and moon positions 
plot cosmic regularities in the roof It is 
no longer a mere roof, it is a sky map. 

As the sun sets, the poolside terraces 
view into the distant landscape and sky
glow is caught in ribbons of light, reflect-

ing off of the stepped pools as drums and 
flutes call, answer and chorus between six 
music pavilions framing the view. 

So far, I have only described light and 
sound themes built into the design; wa
ter, rain, and scents all play their part, 
too, in large and small ways throughout. 

For tradition to be a liberating force, 
one must reach further into the well
springs of our human consciousness it
self Otherwise, tradition becomes a ster
ile, stylistic trap, better suited to politics 
than to poetry. Tradition must not be
come an idol upon whose altar design 
must pay obedience. It is a mistaken 
starting point in these days of disquiet 
over the sterility of corporate or 
bureaucratic modernism. Eclecticism is 
just as sterile. The real springs of inspira
tion and judgement lie in the specific 
qualities of a place realised, transformed 
and vitalised by a free imagination, trust
ing in the powers of a refined human 
cognitive capacity and intelligent sensing, 
unfettered by prejudice or ideology, m
forming necessity and utility. 

Plan of the entrance and main lobby of the projected 
hotel. 

39 




