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Site Plan of the FEP factory ’ Elevations of the FEP factory administrative block
'
'

ETROS=

ITEARENR B B & EAREDRI AT AR BTN S B

| § BEP Akitek
BIZERST-FB/R || Former McGraw-Hill
STEIREERA\S | Far Eastern Publishing Factory

N\

it A L oo s«
=

\ { sﬁ |
.,‘qﬂﬁqfifh hﬂﬁﬁmmmml&b’ !nuam::um"‘ '

R U .

Menmmmamnse [

st

| i

| BK RooM
!
“ Ty
[
wit Wik z i
e s ! BN ‘ : e
- BT Hiae i i S L e
R T < . ) i " .;3 i . é "‘_: LT XN s
JECTION A-A BOARD ROOM
i

Cross-Section across courtyard

BERRIEE

— Al — — e — o

uiy Buapp oH Aq AydesBojoyd  npie ysauig Aq = _I_Nawnoou



I1 30

The former McGraw-Hill Far Eastern
Publishing (FEP) factory was omon? the
first generation of factories built in Jurong
Industrial Estate. Jurong’s iconic status as
the birthplace of the ‘Singapore miracle’
automatically lends its early factories a
certain pedigree. However, upon closer
inspection, this factory is of greater
interest for the ways it transCended,
rather than embodied the norms of its
place and time.

Jurong, circa 1960s

Developed from the 1960s, Jurong was one of the largest estates
of its kind in Asia and the centrepiece of Singapore's great
industrialisation drive. Here, the government acquired rural
lands, resettled farmers, levelled hills, drained swamps and laid
out infrastructure. Property tracts were amalgamated and re-
parcelled along new street grids into seemingly endless rows of
neat, flat rectilinear plots, which were sold to industrialists on 30-
year leaseholds.

Based on the planning and technology standards of the day,
Jurong was zoned as a series of strips radiating away from its
coast, beginning with heavy or ‘obnoxious’ industries, and
followed by mixed and light ones. These were separated from
a residential New Town by a series of parks and green buffer
spaces. Beyond the township lay the jungles of the water
catchments and army training grounds.

The idea of Jurong was premised on a radical social, as well
as spatial, transformation. At its core was the quintessentially
Modern disjuncture between Thinking and Doing, Living and
Working, Culture and Nature. It was a world away from the old
shophouse city of Singapore, with its chaotic juxtaposition of
industrial, commercial and residential functions.

Another feature of this period was the emphasis on attracting
foreign Multi National Corporation (MNC) investments. While
these firms were high profile names, their Singapore plants -
located on remote estates like Jurong - were low profile, export
oriented facilities. While their home market factories may have
had to convey their corporate image and branding to powerful
labour, shareholder and consumer groups, their factories here
were freed from this communicative burden, especially as
Singapore was a relatively insignificant consumer or capital
market. Although they met minimum government mandated
health and safety standards, early MNC factories tended to be
architecturally inexpressive.

Against this backdrop, the FEP factory, designed in the late 1960s
by BEP Akitek, stands out for a variety of architectural gestures
that raised the bar of factory design in its day.
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Public face of the FEP building, with an extended porch over the driveway. Visitors enter the complex via a raised sloped bridge over a reflecting pool.
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View of the stately and elegant “classical” colonnade from the entrance bridge, which greets users, visitors and passers-by.
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Finely Crafted Facade

The first thing to strike a visitor to the factory is its thoughtfully
designed facade. This comprises a stately row of freestanding
columns set slightly in front of the external wall, suggestive

of a classical composition. The slender columns prop up a
cantilevered flat roof. Setting the wall slightly behind the columns
allows a continuous full-length ribbon window to wrap around
the block, admitting maximum light into the interior. It also lends
transparency to the facade and draws attention to the heft of
the roof slab, which seems to hover above. This casts a generous
shadow over the recessed wall plane, providing effective
shading for the air-conditioned building.

A series of beams connects the external columns, about 1.5
meters above the ground, or a third the way up each column.
The entire column and beam frame is rendered in granolithic
finish. Its sober grey textured surface presented a pleasing
contrast to the dark glass and pale plaster wall behind it. The
junctions between the deep beams and slender columns are
articulated with generous curves to give the frame rounded
corners - a satisfying counterpoint to an otherwise strictly
rectilinear facade.

The concern for details extends to the shallow moulded curves
used to negotiate the transition from the square section columns
to the slightly narrower beams, creating gently graded shadows
on the facade. This is complemented by a vertical groove in

the centre of each column face. Three rows of gold mosaic tiles
are set in each groove, in delightful contrast to the concrete.
The shiny tiles catch the sunlight to add unexpected colour and
sparkle to the facade.

Working with the Land
O

One of the more interesting aspects of this design was the
architects' decision to exploit a feature that might ordinarily
have been considered sterile — the landform itself. As mentioned
earlier, the original hilly and swampy landscape was transformed
into relatively firm, flat and dry terrain comprising roughly
rectangular building plofs.

However, first impressions can be deceiving. Apparently, the
FEP factory ground slopes very gently from the front (near Jalan
Boon Lay) to the rear of the site, where a drainage canal was
located. Rather than treat this as an essentially flat site, the
architects chose to play up the small gradient to great effect.

While the main factory blocks are all two-stories high and built at
the same absolute level and height, the block facing Jalan Boon
Lay is half-sunken into the slightly higher ground there, visually
rising only one and a half storeys from ground level. Moreover,
the beams connecting the external columns are positioned and
articulated to suggest the illusion of a single storey building.

The decision fo sink the building has several benefits. Firstly,
given the relative length of the block, it creates a very long, low
and flat massing, i.e. a ‘ground-hugging’ form for the building.
This immediately conveys modesty without sacrificing a sense
of presence. In addition, being a ‘ground-hugging’ building
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One gets a glimpse of the internal landscaped court from the entrance foyer on the second level. The low murmur of the reflecting pool below
provides soothing relief.
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From the entrance foyer, one descends a gentle spiral stairs and traverse over stepping stones over a shallow reflecting pool.
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suggests a stronger connection to the land. It also allows the
architect to develop a language dominated by linear and
planar horizontals, such as the roof and entrance canopy

slabs as well as the perimeter beam. Finally, it allows visitors

to ascend a gentle ramp to enter the building directly on the
second floor, from which point they are able to survey the
beautifully landscaped courtyard inside, creating a positive initial
impression.

The external landscaping carries on the sensitive relationship
between building and site. The formality of the facade is
complemented by large, rectangular reflecting pools, echoing
the floating roof planes above. The rhythm of the exterior
columns also finds resonance in the tall rows of flagpoles, palm
trees and even fountain jets. Meanwhile, the building is given a
very spacious setback from the main road, adding to the sense
of stately repose and the ease with which the factory occupies
its site.

The four main blocks of the complex enclose a landscaped
open-to-sky courtyard, within which is a pavilion that houses

the company boardroom. The earth in the courtyard has been
levelled and shaped to suggest the slope from a higher point

in front to a lower level at the back. This is especially obvious
because the rear block is viewed from within the courtyard as

a full two-storey building, although it is of the same number of
storeys, height and level as the illusory single-storey front block.
Changes in ground level are managed using horizontal planar
elements in the form of paved terraced platforms and deep
steps cut into the sloping terrain of the courtyard. Low retaining
walls and shrubbery are used strategically to conceal or highlight
changes in level. These landscape elements also have the effect
of making the courtyard an accessible place for workers to visit
and relax in.

Elsewhere, the earth within the courtyard is more organically
moulded to sweep over and conceal a tunnel connecting the
rear block to the pavilion in the courtyard. Meanwhile, a flight
of stairs on the other side of the pavilion rises to connect it to
the front block. The stairs are sheltered by a series of pyramidall
canopies, staggered to follow the rising stairs. The overall effect
leads the eye around the courtyard and draw attention to the
undulating landscape within, punctuated in picturesque fashion
by the pavilion, reflecting pools and palm trees.

Bridging the Divide

Beyond these more explicitly architectural features, the FEP
factory is also unusual because of it programme and brief.

In addition to the usual industrial spaces, it also housed

the substantial editorial and administrative functions of the
company. Thus, storage spaces, bookbinding and plate making
workshops had to share the site with offices, a photo studio,
library, showroom and boardroom. The proportion of industrial
to non-industrial spaces, being roughly even, was unusual for
a factory at the time, especially in this highly zoned industrial
estate, which was better known for its concentration of heavy
industries.

While mixed-use ‘business parks' that combine industrial space
with related administrative, logistics and research functions are
fairly common now, they represented a move against the frend
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Far view of courtyard, showing how the slight gradient is given character through a series of low, sweeping planes and landforms.
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Cascading umbrella canopies shelter a short flight of stairs which connects the front block to the boardroom pavilion.
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back in the 1960s, when the way forward seemed to be towards
ever greater specialisation. As such, this project might have
appeared somewhat anomalous, given the generous amount of
space allocated to non-industrial functions.

The architects responded to this challenge by creating a

strong corporate identity to be shared by both blue- and white-
collar workers, as seen in the factory's common public face.
Nonetheless, practical demands required some degree of
separation between the two. The roughly rectangular site was
divided into two. While the half closer to the main access road,
Jalan Boon Lay, was reserved for the editorial and administrative
functions, industrial spaces were located to the rear. The
industrial spaces were accommodated in simple and practical
industrial sheds common for the period, with wide span pitched
roofs and land set aside for future expansion.

Meanwhile, the more noteworthy administrative buildings were
developed as two interlocking ‘L' shaped blocks, enclosing the
landscaped courtyard. The two blocks were linked with bridges
to form a seamless circulatory whole. Formally, voids were
created at the junction of the two blocks, to create openings for
pedestrian access, cross ventilation and views into and out of
the courtyard.

While the main industrial workspaces were set apart, the worker
rest areas were located in the block dividing the two halves

of the site. Thus, board members in their conference room,
managers and editors in their offices, library users, storage room
staff and production workers in their canteen and recreation
area share the prized view of the landscaped courtyard equally.
The courtyard - the centrepiece of this humane and dignified
working environment - thus becomes a unifying focal point and
possibly, a source of shared pride for the workers.

In retrospect, this factory in the Jurong heartland represented
an attempt to go beyond the socially and functionally stratified,
utilitarian and a-contextual industrial sheds of its day. However,
we should acknowledge that this was probably enabled less by
its architects than by the enlightened client’s desire to attract
highly skilled professionals to work in a grim industrial estate.
Nonetheless, the architects responded with a design that
exploited issues of site and programme to develop an oasis of
dignity and beauty that could be shared by all its users. The
architecture is also noteworthy for its clarity of form and space as
well as fine detailing, making it an example of the elegance and
rationality of Modern design at its best.

Beyond these details, however, the building's value lies in

the ways it addresses the conventional disjuncture of its time,
between doing/thinking, living/working, etc. Why shouldn't
industrial environments be delightful2 Why can't factory workers
and senior professionals share and appreciate the same, well
crafted spaces? Why should we accept a flat, barren and
‘renewed’ site as sterile or devoid of natural advantages?
Architects are sfill dealing with these questions. Thirty years on,
the FEP factory continues to offer us lessons in the possibilities of
design excellence.

Note: The FEP factory has since been
taken over by PSC Group, which was
carrying out extensive renovations to the
complex at the time of writing. Sadly, little
of the original courtyard survives.s
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A cascade of water flows from the boardroom pavilion roof into a feature pool.
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Link bridge used to house the secretaries’ offices between the interlocking blocks, allowing visually and physical continuity between the courtyard
and its surroundings.
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