
Cut to 
the 

Chase
Formwerkz architects 

embarks on an exercise 
in distillation at sentosa 

cove with unexpected and 
unusual results.
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“ I t  w a s  n o t  o u r  k e y  i n t e n t i o n    
to stand out,” says Alan Tay of this house in Sentosa 
Cove – their first in the exclusive residential estate. 
That statement alone warrants a raised eyebrow or 
two, given the unusual, faceted, timber-clad form 
of Formwerkz Architects’ Diamond House. 

Approached by the client in late 2009, Form-
werkz Architects received a textbook brief: design 
a house to accommodate a small family. Tay, a 
partner at Formwerkz Architects and the project ar-
chitect for the job, set out to “simpify everything…
the house would have to be self-referential as there 
is almost no context to respond to”. 

Tay shares that before approaching the firm, the 
client had previously worked on a few configura-
tions. Describing how he and his team tried to 
distill everything to its essence, Tay elaborates that 
the plots along Sentosa Cove are relatively small 
for a bungalow, “We strove to keep the building 
footprint small so it would not overwhelm the site, 
while also leaving more space for planting.”

T e x t    »  J o a n n e  G o h

P h o t o g r a p h y   »  A l b e r t  L i m  K S

indesignlive.asia83   |   cubes 64

case study   |   house

top: the model of the house 
clearly shows how it opens up 
to its surroundings

the sharp angles of the 
building create dramatic 
forms when viewed from 
different sides

bottom: true to its name, the 
diamond house sits on the site 
as a giant faceted block



The house appears as a box that has been sliced 
off at strategic angles, lifted off from the ground 
so it does not look too heavy, and shaved off at the 
top so it does not look too bulky. Clad entirely in 
timber strips, with cut-outs for glass openings, the 
house is expressed as a monolithic volume. 

Tay shares that his first choice was to leave the 
façade of the house as raw concrete walls – a dia-
mond in the rough, if you will. The client, however, 
much preferred a more finished look. Tay con-
cedes that every project constitutes a compromise 
between the architect’s intentions and the client’s 
own preferences. “After all, the client was open 
and adventurous enough to accept such an angular 
form, so we did not want to push too far with our 
own agenda either.”

Strongly committed to their intent to simplify, 
Tay describes how the team embarked on keeping 
embellishments to a minimum. Even the car-
porch, which usually ends up “looking like a sepa-
rate entity from the main house”, was eliminated 
through the introduction of a car lift leading to 
the basement. 

The form of the house is not without reason 
either. Due to the exacting building guidelines from 
the URA (Urban Redevelopment Authority), all 
houses have to have a minimum 45-degree pitched 
roof. Using this to their advantage, the team not 
only accommodated this regulation, but also har-
nessed it to shape the building’s dynamic form.  

In spite (or perhaps because) of the steadfastly 
reductivist approach, the house remains surprising-
ly practical. The slices at the sides aid in bringing 
light into the basement, and make the rooms on 
the first floor look larger due to their outward slant. 
While the service spaces are usually placed towards 
the back of the house, the kitchen is located in 
front, leaving the living and dining rooms to fully 
capitalise on the view of the waterway behind. 

The aforementioned car lift leading to the base-
ment frees up the driveway, leaving space for guests 
to spill out into during parties. A strategically-placed 
slot window between the kitchen and the front yard 
acts as a servery for these occasions. The relationship 
between the aesthetic intent and the practical work-
ings of the house is a most coherent one. 

top: unlike a typically dark utili-
litarian basement, this space is 
bright and airy

bottom: a landscaped garden 
in the basement provides a 
moment of contemplation

“the house would have to be selF-
reFerential as there is almost no context 
to respond to”

»  A l a n  T a y

indesignlive.asia85   |   cubes 64

case study   |   house

the main staircase cuts across 
various angles, following the 
slants in the facade
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_

legend
1 garage | 2 gallery | 3 domestic staff | 4 laundry | 5 store 
| 6 car lift | 7 lounge | 8 Foyer | 9 guest | 10 sunken 
garden | 11 pump room | 12 driveway | 13 dining | 14 living 
| 15 pool | 16 deck | 17 master room | 18 daughter’s room 
| 19 study | 20 Family room | 21 terrace

Showing discipline and restraint in the shaping 
of the house, the architects made use of these exter-
nal design features to create a richer spatial experi-
ence within as well. One instance is the staircase, 
which responds to the slant of the ceiling, resulting 
in a unique spatial experience as the separate flights 
cut across different planes within the triple volume 
space leading to the attic. 

What was originally meant to be five bedrooms 
was reduced to just two bedrooms that can be sub-
divided into more rooms in the future if necessary. 
The two bedrooms on the second level are located 
where the walls are straight, causing no complica-
tions for the furniture layout. The solid frontage 
of the house maintains the privacy for the dwellers 
while the bedrooms open out towards the back 
where the view is. 

One of the more memorable spaces is the 
basement, which successfully avoids looking like 
a typical dark and cave-like space. Besides the slits 
of the building on the first level that bring light in, 
there is also a large gap between the living/dining 
deck and the swimming pool at the back. The gap 
gives way to a sunken courtyard in the basement, 
which is substantial enough to give the impression 
of a ground level garden. 

It is somewhat ironic that the house is one of 
the more unusual constructs on the island, given 
the intent to simplify and distill. Still, the fact 
remains that the resultant form truly is anything 
but a hollow exercise in form making. Instead, it is 
the result of a meticulous and thoughtful editing 
process based on function, space and light – its 
faceted form is but a delightful consequence.

Look out for more from Formwerkz Architects in 
Cubes Extras on indesignlive.asia «
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above: openings in the 
front facade are strategically 
placed, both for practical and 
aesthetic purposes
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Q&a with alan tay

architecture Firm Formwerkz 
architects
Project team alan tay shiaw shih, 
Foo yuet yee, cai xun, kim hangyeol
Builder sinwah-apac construction 
pte ltd
c&s engineer portwood & as-
sociates
m&e engineer pca consulting 
engineers
Quantity surveyor ian ch’ng 
cost consultants pte ltd
landscaPe consultants plant-
werkz pte ltd, salad dressing pte ltd
interior design Firm intereal 
design

time to comPlete 23 months
total Floor area 5,300sqft

Formwerkz architects 
(65) 6440 0551 formwerkz.com

Furniture
in living and dining room, sofa and 
dining table from minotti. in First sto-
rey terrace, moroso deck chair from 
p5. in rear pool deck, driade lounge 
chairs from space Furniture. cappellini 
wooden base chair in basement from 
dream interiors. 

lighting
generally throughout, viabizzuno re-
cessed and spot lighting from sunlight 
luminaire. in swimming pool (internal 
and overflow wall), reflective pool 
at entrance and First storey powder 
room, roblon Fibre optics from krislite. 

Finishes
external wood and roof cladding, 
and outdoor decking is ironwood. 
aluminum-Framed door and window 
glass and Façade Fixed glass is tinted 
tempered glass, genearally through-
out, glass parapet and main staircase 

balustrade is ultra-clear tempered 
glass. living, dining, second-storey 
and attic Floor Finish and main 
staircase threads is tasmanian oak 
Floor Finish from perswood. basement 
and wet kitchen, and bathrooms Floor 
and wall Finish is homogeneous tiles 
from gF+a global. driveway and car 
lift platform Floor Finish is Flamed 
black granite, reflective pool natural 
split granite, basement sunken 
garden wall cladding, koi pond Finish, 
reflective pool Finish is honed black 
granite, pool overflow wall Finish is 
line chiselled honed black granite, all 
from stone world marketing.

Fixed and Fitted
generally throughout, switches and 
smart home system from lutron, 
hansgrohe sanitary Fittings and du-
ravit and geberit sanitary wares from 
bretz & co. boffi kitchen system and 
ceiling Fan from boffi studio. 

artwork
in Front and rear gardens, stainless 
steel sculptures from sun yu-li 
sculptures. 

Bretz & Co Pte Ltd (65) 6336 9926 
bretzco.com Boffi Studio boffistudio.
sg GF+A Global Pte Ltd (65) 6222 
2112 gfaglobal.com Lutron Pte Ltd 
(65) 6220 4666 lutron.com Krislite 
Pte Ltd (65) 6543 8000 krislite.com 
Minotti by Marquis Interiors (65) 
6338 2822 minotti.com P5 (65) 6337 
0050 p5.com.sg Perswood (65) 6267 
5060 perswood.com Space Furniture 
(65) 6415 0000 spacefurniture.com.
sg Stone World Marketing Pte Ltd 
(65) 6749 9818 stoneworldmktg.
com Sunlight Luminaire (65) 6339 
6086 sunlightluminaire.com Sun Yu-Li 
Sculptures (65) 6336 7188 sunyuli.com

diamond house

“it was not our key intention 
to stand out.”

»  A l a n  T a y

Designing in Sentosa, do you feel 
any pressure to create an ‘iconic’ 
building to stand out among  
the neighbours?
No. It is just ridiculous to start a design 
wanting it to be ‘iconic’ and more so in 
this particular context. With so much 
architectural pyrotechnics decked out on 
the streets, my initial take was to derive 
a simple form that could resolve all the 
site and programmatic considerations. 
But on hindsight, now I am a bit 

concern whether the final design stands 
out too much.  

The ‘theme park’ perception of 
housing in Sentosa Cove has been 
highlighted many times. What ideas 
would you propose to the develop-
ment to improve on or change this?
I think it is rather difficult when you 
consider the fact that the entire site is 
without any context to begin with, and 
that the main aim is to attract the super 

rich, a large proportion of whom are 
foreign investors who are also building 
at about the same time. 

Do you feel Singapore clients have 
become more open to experimenta-
tion and un-tried ideas in house-
design?
Yes. They are more affluent, more well-
travelled and well-read than clients 20 
years ago. And information is also a lot 
more available with the Internet.

top: in contrast to the front, 
the back facade is relatively 
transparent to take in the 
views of the lake behind

bottom: alan tay, one of the 
four partners from Formwerkz 
architects


