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“We shape our buildings; thereafter, they shape us”
- Winston Churchil
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At the Nanyang Technological University, the new School of Art, Design
& Media building is as dynamic as the work of those who study there
T
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ith a solid reputation as one of the

best science, technology and research

universities in the world, Singapore’s

Nanyang Technological University has

decided it's time to enlarge its right
brain. The school recently launched an art,
design and media (ADM) department, where
students learn their craft through a holistic
atelier approach that allows them to exchange
ideas and engage with their environment and
the corporate world — with students constantly
encouraged to think outside the box, it is only
fitting that the spaces where they congregate
should also live up to that ethos.

The brainchild and fruit of the architects
and engineers of CPG Consultants, a
Singaporean multidisciplinary architecture and
engineering consultancy services firm that has
contributed to projects like the Singapore
Changi Airport terminals, Gems World Academy
in Tianjin and the Apollo Cancer Hospital in
Hyderabad, India.

The driving force behind the project’s
blueprint was harmonious integration with the
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existing environment; the site chosen is a
wooded valley originally designated as a ‘green
lung" in the original campus master plan. Instead
of building on top of this valley, the design team
decided to mould the new structure in and
around it, allowing the original greenery of the
site to exist and coexist with the new structure.

The building's outline is both gentle and
organic. Eschewing the boxy steel and glass look
of modern skyscrapers, the architects made it a
point to ensure that the structure would look as
natural as possibly and not overshadow its
environment or the surrounding buildings.

Its form consists of three boomerang-
shaped curves that interlock with one another,
symbolising the three components of the
school. When viewed from afar, the unfolding
arms of the four-storey blocks of the ADM
resemble grass-coated, ribbon shaped bridges
that flow into each other at the ends.

This layout creates an inviting open-air
courtyard with a plaza in the middle. “This
building redefines the meaning of, and
educational institution campus architecture in
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general,” says Lim Choon Keang, senior vice-
president (architecture) of CPG. “Traditional
academic buildings can sometimes be inhibiting.
The ADM building is different because it exudes
openness and warmth.”

The building's reflective glass facade,
courtyard water features and artificial turf-
covered roof, which is easily accessible from the
outdoor areas, represent the openness,
limitlessness and indeterminacy of arts, design
and media in the world today. A double-volume
entrance leads to a large lobby with open
staircases, elevators and a link bridge. Within
the building, corridors and cosy nooks double up
as informal galleries where students can exhibit
their works.

As well as teaching and research facilities
and classrooms, there is plenty of open spaces
where small groups can gather and brainstorm.
During the daytime, the glass facade flushes the
interior with natural sunlight while keeping the
tropical heat at bay. The turf-covered roof also
adds to the natural cooling effect, reducing
internal temperatures by 10 degrees Celsius.
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The fagade also acts as a 'mirror’, a
reflection of the surrounding greenery, water
and sky, thus expanding the vision of nature.
When the sun sets, the lit-up interiors of the
building are fully exposed and the building glows
from within like a lantern. There are even lights
on the pedestrian-friendly roofs.

The heightened sense of transparency and
connectivity challenge traditional teacher-
student-classroom set-ups. Here, many different
types of spaces - formal auditoriums, casual
studio rooms, passageways, breakout lounges,
outdoor corners and a sunken outdoor plaza
formed by the embracing arms and roof of the
building — serve as unconventional study zones.

The entrance flows into the main foyer, which
in turn branches into the various spaces within
and right out into the turfed roofs, giving the
interior continuity. Glass walls inside the building
further enhance a sense of transparency and flow,
thus promoting interaction and camaraderie.
Much of the walls inside and outside the building
are left raw to serve as blank canvasses that the
students can paint or display their creations on.

“This is a building that engages the human
senses and encourages students, faculty and
visitors to feel, touch, sit, walk and lie on it,"”
says Lim.
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