
  The
  storeys
  of our 
 lives Often the result of an architect’s

            lightbulb moment, exceptional feats of 
                             modern architecture continue to resonate 
decades down the line, shaping cityscapes 
                 and affecting the communities they serve.
                                          BY  J O N AT H A N  E VA N S

A N T H O LO G Y

Opened in 2012, the Heydar 
Aliyev Center designed by Iraqi-

British architect Zaha Hadid in 
Baku, Azerbaijan, has become 
the city’s  signature landmarkPH
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A N T H O LO G Y

W hen the Chinese-
American architect 
I.M. Pei passed away 
on 16 May — spelling 
the end of a career 
that lasted almost 70 

years, and a lifespan that exceeded 100 — it 
was three decades after he had first hinted at 
retiring. The fact that he completed some of 
his most iconic commissions in his 80s and 
beyond — Hong Kong’s Bank of China Tower, 
Doha’s Museum of Islamic Art, Macao Science 
Center — spoke not just to his passion and 
productivity, but to the influence his work had 
exerted across Asia, Europe and America.

Pei’s late-career buildings embodied his 
view that architecture is essentially meant to 
combine form and function in a way that 
brings people together — whether in a 
museum, civic building, skyscraper or 
condominium. These singular edifices served 
as magnets for great admiration but also for 
human interactivity. 

“At one level my goal is simply to give 
people pleasure in being in a space and 
walking around it,” Pei once said. “An 
individual building is not that important. The 
important thing, really, is the community. 
How does it affect life?”

That notion of the architect as the 
ultimate humanist — the symphony 
conductor synthesising art, science and 
anthropology — often comes to mind when I 
interview master builders in Asia. It’s 

Designed by architect I.M. Pei on a man-
made island, Doha’s Museum of Islamic Art 
was the first in a series of museums built by 
the Qatari government. Opened in 2008,  
it was unlike anything the city  
had seen before

tempting to believe there is a correlation 
between the charismatic, generous nature of 
the best architects and the buildings they 
dream up. Their experiments in geometry, 
angles, materials and space are forces that 
irrevocably shape our world. Good architects, 
in some abstract sense, act as social workers 
or psychologists: people with an innate 
understanding that citizens’ inner and outer 
existence is fundamentally intertwined with 
their built environment. 

These same principles — once 
propounded by modernist pioneers Frank 
Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier — were 
reaffirmed when Singapore’s nascent design 
economy first bore fruit in 2009 with the 
unveiling of The Pinnacle@Duxton. 

Acknowledging the space constraints of 
high-density HDB blocks, Khoo Peng Beng 
and Belinda Huang brought livability to the 
seven 50-storey towers that make up the 
world’s tallest public housing project. 
Throughout this impossible megastructure 
soaring imperiously over Chinatown, they 
interwove rooftop parks, sky bridges and 
water features into the upper floors.  
“The idea of alternative areas in the sky 
meant that we could reclaim land in the air,” 
recalls Khoo.

The work of Ong Tze Boon, executive 
chairman of the Ong & Ong group, 
underscores such human-centred design. 

“What if we can design a condominium 
not in terms of accommodation but building 

communities?” he asks. “Then I can go about 
creating the language of a community. The 
rewarding part is to figure out what we can 
redefine — what we can push hard enough as 
a threshold, with the hope that’s where it’s 
headed is the future.” 

As a testament to his ethos, the firm’s 
dazzling Kamala Kandara condo in Jakarta 
— a finalist at the 2017 World Architecture 
Festival — intersperses angular design with 
cascading greenery and pools, a city-meets-
jungle aesthetic redolent of Milan’s Vertical 
Forest (or Bosco Verticale), a pair of 
sustainable residential towers. 

Similar eco-forward ideas underpinned 
The Interlace in Singapore, designed by Ole 
Scheeren, the German iconoclast behind 
Bangkok’s jagged MahaNakhon tower. Less a 
condominium than a super-sized Jenga game, 
its 31 interlocking white bricks in hexagonal 
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The King Power MahaNakhon in Bangkok is seen as an emblem of the city’s rising status as a 
global metropolis; (bottom left) In Burano, Italy, houses are painted in vivid hues to help 

fishermen navigate home in the early morning fog 

formations created a vast community of more 
than 1,000 units yet impacted little on either 
environment or skyline. Instead, the “vertical 
village” maximised space and vegetation, 
described by the judges who declared it 
World Building of the Year in 2015 as “a 
building that speaks beyond architecture”. 

The stack design as a paradigm for 
modern living — integrating suburban 
housing into an urban environment using 
prefabricated units — was pioneered by 
Moshe Safdie’s Habitat 67 in Montreal, now 
one of Canada’s most recognisable buildings. 
A timeless and prescient work, it prefigured 
Marina Bay Sands and Sky Habitat in Bishan, 
an avant-garde update of the high-density 
stack resembling a cliff edge, with its 
arrangement of apartments seemingly 
tumbling down a steep diagonal plane.

Scheeren and Safdie’s practice inhabits a 
realm somewhere between formal and 
fantastical, two parallel dimensions once 

deemed incompatible. 
Similarly, London and New York have 

challenged traditionalist tastes with a rash of 
eye-popping architecture recently. Office 
designs resembling everyday objects were 
prevalent in the City of London in the early 
millennium, with flamboyant fancies like 
Norman Foster’s “Gherkin” (2004), Renzo 
Piano’s The Shard (2012), Richard Rogers’ 
“Cheesegrater” (2014) and Rafael Vinoly’s 
“Walkie-Talkie” (2015) injecting much-
needed vitality into a staid business district. 
The London Eye (1999) singlehandedly 
rejuvenated the South Bank, an area once 
synonymous with decay and homelessness.

The 2012 Summer Olympics set out  
to complete the East London transformation 
started by the regeneration of London 
Docklands, though its architectural legacy 
— like that of Sydney after the 2000 
Olympics — was somewhat less than 
emphatic. For every Zaha Hadid-designed 
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A N T H O LO G Y

Part of the US$25-billion Hudson Yards 
development in New York City, the new 
15-storey Vessel is both a gathering spot  
— stairs are traditionally used as gathering 
spaces —  and a monument to excess

Cambodia’s national parklands, Shinta Mani 
Wild is one of Asia’s most distinctive openings 
in years — a design hotel literally built into 
the wilderness, with a mission to conserve its 
surrounding ecology and activate its remote 
community. More square-peg ventures in 
Southeast Asia include Khao Yai, Thailand, 
where hotel designers have recreated 
quintessential landscapes from France, 
England and Italy; and Ba Na Hills in Danang, 
a mountaintop theme park that incorporates 
a pastiche of a traditional French village, in a 
nostalgic nod to Vietnam’s history.

Communities elsewhere have daubed 
their architecture in a blaze of colour to tell 
their own stories — most famously in 
Burano, where Venetian fishermen splashed 
their houses in polychromatic hues to help 
them identify their homes in the early 
morning fog. In 2017, faced with eviction, 
residents in the city of Malang in Indonesia 
took their brushes to Jodipan, a slum in the 
Indonesian city of Malang, painting each 
house with at least three colours or more. 
This reinvention turned the city into a 
bonafide tourist destination while also 
earning it a new name: Kampung Pelangi 
(Rainbow Village). 

Like the 2009 transformation of 
Gamcheon Culture Village in Busan, South 
Korea,  proved that while big-name architects 
can shape our universe, a beleaguered 
community needs just a little government 
support, a few tins of paint and a creative 
impulse to reverse its fortunes. 

London Aquatics Centre, there’s a white 
elephant like Anish Kapoor’s ArcelorMittal 
Orbit, an outlandish steel behemoth derided 
by critics as “a mutant helter-skelter” and “a 
mangled rollercoaster ride, without the 
actual ride”. London’s Olympic Village,  
which cost £1.1 billion ($1.85 billion) to 
build, was sold for half that amount to the 
Qatari royal family.

New York’s skyline has often reflected 
the city’s boundless energy and sky-high 
ambition, but it took the events of 9/11 to 
produce a stunning work of architecture 
lying beneath the ground. The National 
September 11 Memorial & Museum (2011) 
centres on two 30-feet-deep monuments, 
now containing reflecting pools, occupying 
the site of the World Trade Center’s original 
foundation. Michael Arad’s design is 
audacious in its beauty and simplicity. The 
names of the dead are inscribed in bronze 
around the memorial, bringing together a 
worldwide community bound by compassion. 

New works that demonstrate NYC’s love 
for both the avant-garde and outsized are 
redefining Manhattan as the decade closes. 
Thomas Heatherwick based his centrepiece, 
Vessel, for the new Hudson Yards district — 
an M.C. Escher-esque vertical labyrinth that 
interconnects a mile of walkways — on the 
ancient stepwells of Rajasthan. The imposing 
interactive structure has liberated a barren 
stretch at the start of the High Line and 
stamped an unmistakeable identity on this 
city-within-a-city above the Hudson River. 

“We wondered if you could create, in a 
sense, an amphitheatre that brought people 
together,” explained Heatherwick.

At the other extreme, Central Park 
Tower — the world’s tallest residential 
building when it is completed next year — 
aims to reassert NYC’s supremacy in 
city-building. But instead of dazzling with its 

architectural prowess, the tower — with its 
outrageous height, and design that’s closer  
in spirit to the Burj Khalifa than the Empire 
State Building — feels like a self-conscious 
attempt at one-upmanship and is 
incongruous in its location overlooking New 
York’s most cherished natural sanctuary.

Many of these works reflect their origins 
by referencing their host cities’ culture and 
history. In contrast, some of today’s most 
radical architecture is shooting up in states 
commonly associated with social 
conservatism: not just Dubai, but Iran, Egypt, 
Kuwait and Qatar. 

North of Doha, the futuristic city of 
Lusail is the latest poster child for Gulf state 
ambition, anticipating both the 2022 World 
Cup and the emirate’s sustainable post-oil 
future. Across the water, an artificial island 
called The Pearl allows onlookers to view its 
progress from a mock-Venetian development 
that’s so modern Arabia it hurts.

Iraqi-born British architect Zaha Hadid 
left an indelible imprint with creations such 
as the Heydar Aliyev Center in Azerbaijan, an 
unfathomable sculpture whose cloud-like 
curves overlap around an arts complex; and 
Macau’s Morpheus hotel, an unprecedented 
solution to a space-tight commission where 
the foundations already existed, leading the 
architect to wrap two hotel towers in a 
free-form aluminium exoskeleton with 
dramatic effect.

One-of-a-kind projects are blooming in 
the most unlikely locations. In south-western 

   Such experiments in  
geometry, angles, materials 
                and space are   
                   forces that 
               irrevocably shape
                       our world
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