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In for the Long Haul

The Singapore Sports Hub, its Public, the Spectacle and the Body

Text by Lilian Ches
Images &t credited / courtety of DP Architects

Designed by Afup Associates and DP Architects, the Singapore Sports Hub is a sporting
facility intagrated with & retail mall, the Singapore Sports Museum, and the Sports Hub Library
Litian Chee ponders the monument's impact on the psyche of our nation
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The middle months of 2004 have s&en a Trenzy
aof news and madia coverage an Singapore's new
Soarts Hub, the largast gudlic-private partnersnip
known.! This new state lcon promises to deliver
the goods, strivimg a3 i1 were, to present 11self
anew every single day, for the next twenty
five wears.? Bullt on the site of the old Nationa
Stadium (demolished imn 20010, replete with the
atter’s soccio-historical memaories af  Mationa
Day parades and the home team's footbal
tams’ unmistakable “Kallang roar” the owtward
premize af, and brief for, this Instant monement
are straightforward—an areéna lor  world-class
speriing activity, and a place whare the populace
may e enticed to engage sport as leisure

Answering  these calls, there are  several
landmarks already sprouting on this not-so-large
gite; The new slate=of-the-art National Stadium
witkh &8 mavesble roal (spanning 310 metres, It 15
alse the largest and lightest free-spanning domea
structure in the world) and retractable seating
{campletely meconfigurable within 44 hourg)
that makes this stagium the first in the waorld
te be able to host Foolball, ericket, rugby, and
athletics im the same venus. Each of its 55000
seals s alr-ceoled, affording the speckator an
experience bath comfartable and sustalnable. Tha
DCEC Aguatic Centre, which houses Lhree pools
for competition, training. and diving, and relias
predominantly on natural daylight

The contest between the
monument and the body is a
recurring theme. It is essentially
the story of architecture told
through the user, the occupant,
or the people who work and live
in these architectures.

The Water Sports Centre facing the Kallang Basin
which comizines elite training and supports both
professional and amateur racing programmes
The indopr QCBEC Arena comprizsing six halls
an twe storeys, with fexibly-slzed wenues ang
5 fustainable lighting and wentilation system
fer changing occupancy and a&clivities. And as
witrnigss Lo its new neighbours, the Singapore
Indagr Stadium (Kenzg Tange, 13E3) whose
distinctive conical =lopping roolscape |5 now
in dialogee with the new Hational Stadium’s
openable bowl

The Sportd Hub 5 an endeavour to <reate a
facility on par with any Olympic 3porling venue
bist without the pressure or premise af hasting
one. a trait not inconsistent with the Singaperean
obsession far being unsurpassed In any national
undertaking. Yet, becauie the ambition was
not just to raise the bar of elite sport alane but
to simultaneausly transform an  entire nation
intg one of maturally inclined sportsgersons, the
strategy was never just te design & world-class
sports wenue and icon, Thus, the sxtended brief
of embracing the peoaple without the catalyst of
a world event like the Olympics by creating an
architecture that performs oplimally as sacial
candanser and sporting maching, becomes the
challenge of the enfire enterprise. The guestion
balng—=hnaw do vou get the crowds (o coome, and
then to come Back, again and again?
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The ancillary Tacilities af this programmatically
and azpiraticnally complex architecture are, more
or less. pradictagle, Communal hard courts, skate
parks, water play areat, a loswale park, and the
obhligatery shopping mall, are alfered Eogether
with a sports-themed library and museum
However. In additlon ko these programmed
tpaces, [he Sports Hulb has at least Four ather
main “attractions”—the Stadium
Walk, which is a dali-mafra-lang unabBstrucies
waterfront setting: the one=kilometre public
conmectar called the Sports Promenade, which
gncircles the ouleér perimater af the Wational
Stadium: the 5Stadium Roar, a 5000-fquara-
metre open space leading directly Into the main
entrance ol the Matienal Stadium; and the OCBC
Square, a l&-metre-high sheltered plaza oapening
girectly towards the “B”-u'-l'lg fasin and a network
ol routes 13 the other fTacllities of the Sporis
Huf. The last Four areas sré sssentially “gulblic,”

Riverside

*open” spaces, singularly named perhaps because
these constitute substantial floor area, bul not
tightly programmed, and nat {yet) over managed
Thase canstitute parl of the two kilemetré “social
cantiguaus cernnecied
gn threg levels that prowides for “a mixture of
community and other uses af human scale ™
These are 5%l free-Tor-all spaces, the kind where

plinth"=— @& landscaps

diffarent groups of people might congragate
on any giwven day=Ffor instance, sChool groups
tourists, skateboarders, joggers, youmng matherss
and their charges, the members af a running club
or domestic helpers

Given the compeling regquirements 1or this
archiftectural scheme—catering for the spécialist
but nat leawing cut the amateurs,
and |oosely planned, sporiing cathedral and
thopping mall ralled up in one. an architectural
commantary of the Sports Hub cannat limit
itsalf to deciphering one dominant narrative,
which might pull all thess disparate threads
tegether. One imrmediately contentious angument

planned

might be te discuse The responsibility of this
building towards its “public® or the *communily.”
Certainly, thers are enough spaces hare=both
programmed and un-programmed=which have
condidersd this largely unknown quantity. In Fact,
the Sparts Hub continugs ta perpetuate affecticns
tor. what Dara Jones observed, the architecture
al the twentieth century lended 1o favaur—
technology and the betterment of the massesd
Howewvar, as much as the Sporis Hub appears to
oe 3 coharently wvisualised network for sport and
lxigure, “the conditions of (its)} presentation™—
thie prokimity of
with mindless shopping. the justaposition of
uncompromising spaces tor speclalist events and
ungeripted interstitial spaced for public grazing
the conneéction of the Sports Hub fa site once
divgrced from Its immaediate contexts, an [sland
an an island) o its adjacent surroundings may
Srove more risgue than salubrious, for instance

hard-nosed sport  training

the healthy, untainted body browght in sharp
contrast [0 the deviant bodies {(arguably the
aulcome of another Torm of “leisune™) found
i the nearby red-light distreel of Geéylang—
these unlikely pairings, not guite binaries, more
lke strange bed-partners with possiblities
af aowerllow, cross-contamination oar cross-
lertilisation, sequire further contemplation.® At
what paint does tha public need to be reined in?
Wil this architectura, with Its sarnast intentions
i fonpnect amd notl deparate, allow Por such
containmant when it i nesded? The Sports Hub
s at the verge of bringing its public into new
territory. These are new coordinates of the public
Jphers, not previously Lested.

Then there is the gquestion of spectacular by
Everyone has, and is entitied 1o have, an oplnion
al this bullding. One cannat avaid i1. For axample,
travilling down the Pan Island Exprassway
towards the easterm part of Singapore, amidst
the menotony of row upon row of pulic howsing,

nandescript private apartments, and funcEicnalist
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tlatbed factories, one suddenly Chances upan
a gaping red hole im the landscape, as the
first glimpse of the MHational Stadiem cames
unannounced and unexpected, its great roof
opened, Inciting response. The encounter Is
fudden and momentous. Seeing this red-based
bowl peaeking through ks immense raal
{canwartible infa ane of the I.'rg-'“l:* madia SCrepns
in the world) while travelling at EQOkm/h is an
adgaull an the sendes—one has no choice bul
ie subscribe either toc a wawe of naticnalistic
tervour or persanal skepbicism, Very soon, as the
Sports Hul is marketed and sold as a destination,
it will entér more Pewspaperds, magarines (as
it is daing here and has dene ewen baltore its
foundation was laid), textbooks, student essays,
everyday conversation, list of places to oo, [ist
of taurist attractlons, be g&&n in films, watched
an television, talked aboul in baardrooms and
classrooms, and slowly saturate the national
pEyche. Mamy of the rfact cheels and articles
produced thus faf of the Sporls Hub have facuded
an guantity—reiterating the superlative aspects
aof this archifecture through its wnimaginable
feat of logicstics, materials, skells, man-hgurs,

lechnigues, callabaration: and innawations.

In thiz sense, the Sports Hub has alrgady
mel tremendous success in Its capacity as a
‘high-bandwidth medium,” whal HMark Wigley
writes as the basic premise for the architectural
spectacia, which must invelve 3 discussion about
quantity: the escalating size of the Images,
audience, Mow, density, Treguency, resslubion,
colours, channels, bits, feads, frames-per-Lecond,
and 52 on, 9 Nevertheless Wigley reminds us that
this obsesslon For Quantity I8 not contemporany

"Ta take the most abvious examples, the medieval
cathadral was a daminating., speciacular. thres
dimenslonal Image system, and the reverad
Farthenon called attention to itsell an the

Acropolis above the city by posing in its caat of

Erightly coloured paint packaging a 40-foot-tal
gold and ivary statue of Athena. These buildings
were pracisely dedigned (o suppor! mulli-media
spnctaclas through a collaborating  array  of
anners, clothing, texts, rmtuals, music, speeches
dance, insignia, Turniture, procedsions, animals

faad, poetry, and smalls.”

Daspite the huge gap in timea and Context, there |5
an uncanny convergence in presenlation, purpoase,
and effect betwesn what is taking place in the
Sports Hub today and the awents pccurring In the
ancient monuments iterated here by Wigley. In
Lhe upcaming sparfing meslings, rock concerts
Maw Years Day celebrations, and MWational Day
Farades, similar  inwentories of processions
sounds, smells, and experiences will unravel on
thig gite

tet, there is a difference haere in that today,
almost anythimg =whether excessive, minimalist,
mdAumental, aF tiny—can schigqde *high-bandwidth®
simply by standing ouwt fram the crowd. &nd this
comment |5 not made Iin respect merely to a
Building's geometry, 115 Bofrm, scale, oF matersals,
bBut rather what it mansges Lo capture in ks
architectural drift net, its ability to inclede, sense
and bring up what is aften peripheral, cveriooked
the “almost nothing” which could also be the wery
Basis ol radical translarmalion and change?® In
the case of the Sports Hub, the “almost nething
might be the audacity (or nalvaty) of connecting
the sporting arema to the public, oF exposing
it 1o the people of Singapore, making it &% its
ariginal masterplan wisuaslly described, a place
inte which all the “green lings™ at the city state's
park connectors would eventually flow. Instead
af reading this plan in itd Single dimension
ar wie the “green” sustainability argument tao
caouniar debatas over the sports Hub's potentially
superticia spectacularity, the ambibicr ta
netwark beyand ittell reveals something else—
Ehe edged af this site “complicated by habrtually
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EXFLODED AXDRDOHETRIC OF THE SPORTS HUB SHOWING MAIN COMPOMENTS, (IMAGE: DP ARCHITECTS)
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ungeen and actively hidden connectivities that
make (the architectural spectacie) available 1o
thought in a new way ¥

Where all the “green lines” flow Inta might
comjure anothér kind afl landscape. A& reservoir
af baodies—active, inactive, disabled, ageing
dewiant, patriobic, rebal, fl.'-‘rl?"-:l"l axilic, migrant
mmigrant—may then descend upon this place
transforming & predictable and rooled geography
nto an intensely mobile and vibrant space. This
& one unexpected (and possibly framlc) aulcome
ol mable ambitions to embrace the whole ol this
cosmopalitan nation. There could be many othérs
The cantest between the menument and the body
£ & mecurring theme. It is essentially the story of
Srehitecture told thicugh the wier, the Gccupant,
ar the people who work and live in thease
architectures. One is reminded of another tale
where bodies interfere with architectural purity
Entry Lo Lhe opulent casinos al the Marina Bay
Sands Resart in downtown Singaporé i limited
to Singaporeans and its permanent residents who
must pay a dally levy to gamble (and 50, avald
the ills of gambling debl and insatiable habit}
but opan without charge 1o Foreignars wha may
fregly enter amd use thess tacillibies once they
prove nen-permanent mesidence stafus an fhese
ghares. The vnlikely outcoms s that svery now
and then, one finds the add foreign construction
worker slegpimg rough on the granite-cladded
sidewalks of these maoney cathedrals, inebriated
exhausted and aut of cash, toa poor even 1o [ake
a ride back to the workers' hostels by public
transport. The disparity of wealth and poverty
is here dicplayed too starkly: the body sullying
architecture's shiny promise of 8 Batter Tutiure.

But the Spaorts Hub is a different kind of place
It i nof-Bxclusive—eyeryone can enter, and oy
implication, it signals 8 wholesome space, Mt For
all. good for any body. Here, for the first Bime,
one may walk algng the waterfront, not accosted

oy the need to buy something just to be I:u:.- the
water's edge. There is a promise of swimming,
running, and playing alongside the best in
.‘.-rljﬂr::rn and in the world, Here, an egalitarian
vigw of the world and our right of place In IE, arg
g1l Tar the time Being, in Tocus. JF

The main equity shorehalders ond pariners of Fe Sngapore
Sporis Hub consorlium are InfraRed Casial Partnars Cmajor
whully parbmar), Dragages Singapons {aquily partned, Dasegr
B Ouild contrestar], Glabal Specires Adis {squily perther

enue operabor), and DT Cequity pafner 2acildy manager)

2 Commeni made by Oon Ba Teck. CEQ of Sporis Beb
Prie LEd, 6 “Hactlonal Stadisam Imprestes with Daslgn,” in
Aibimahla acceiied July W 00640, BIEL: G www. mysclivegg

ooy news 2014/ G/ ned i onal-siadium-impresses-wel h-gesign

i

Sinpapore Sports Muhe Project Design Shatemesd, provided
by DP Archiacis, the Singapon fem in chasge of Be cveral

maslarplan Bor Qhd SChema, Adi

EiftalEy ¥ phidEal of
thee oweral space s given over to public  Gubdoor
cormporanks (ramaining 5 parceni Tor sportieg facHities and
 paresnl LS felanl)

d [Dora Jafed “Commamiky, I Al hhesfd, Sylvia LEwin
Helane Furian snd Penolope [oan. eds. (Me= Yerk: The
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Asia, Wisam Lem, Sharen Siddigue and Tan Dan Feng, 35
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