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ABSTRACT 
Petaling Street is losing its charm in terms of its history and cultural values along with the 
rapid development of the city due to the transformation of the human cultural landscape 
and lack of awareness on heritage conservation. This paper discuss proposed adaptive 
reuse of the existing abandoned shophouses and the revitalization of the Penjaja Gallery 
wet market and food stalls. The site is designed as an urban oasis which serves as a magnet 
to draw people to stop over while acquainting them with the local arts and crafts as well as 
the cultural programs 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Petaling Street is losing its charm in term of historical and cultural value along with the urban rapid 

development due to the transformation of the human cultural landscape. There is a need to perform a 

comprehensive urban study to identify the historical and cultural issues based on the current situation in order to 

derive a set of design strategies or solutions to cater the issues (Ismail, N.A., et al., 2015). Specifically, the 

project aim to create a public space that enables public participation from different range of groups meanwhile 

incorporating the social and cultural fabrics of the city in order to regenerate the sense of place of the city and 

restore its cultural identity (Ismail, S., et al., 2015).  

Placemaking is a process of adding value and meaning to the public realm through community-based 

revitalization projects rooted in local values, history, culture, and natural environment. Moreover, placemaking 

is also a socially constructed process that is shaping cities largely through capital investment designed to 

generate economic growth and promote cultural tourism (Zukin 1995; Martin 2003; Nevarez 2003; PPS 2006). 

Successful placemaking contributes to a mix of uses and people that makes places more diverse, more 

interesting and more active, thus making spontaneous interaction more likely. Intensifying and mixing activities 

creates the promise that visitors can stumble onto the fun, mingle with other people, or happen upon opportunity 

(ArtPlace America, 2014). 

On the other hand, all local stories are incredible reference sources on living memory shared by many 

people (Finberg & Skipp, 1967). Sharing the memories through reminiscence and acts of commemoration is not 

only to bring them together, but also that the people involved can learn from one another, feel valued and 

respected (Ismail, S., et al., 2015). Besides, all memories, including collective memories, are also social 

processes in the sense that they are shaped by the motivation of the groups to which the individuals belong. This 

is also because memory, especially the collective and historical ones aiming at some kind of truth that requires 

the support of a group of people in a particular space and time (Olick et al. 2011).  

Furthermore, arts and culture strategies could help to reveal and enhance the underlying identity with the 

unique meaning, value, and character of the physical and social form of a community. This identity is reflected 
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through the community's character or sense of place (Jalali, A., et al., 2015). A community's sense of place is 

not a static concept since it evolves and develops over time, reflecting the range of social values within and 

around the community (Beavers, et. al., 2011). Besides, literature review reveals that there is a need for the 

inclusion of culture in the sustainable development as culture eventually shapes the human development and 

determines how people act in the world. There is a need to promote the continuity of indigenous local cultures 

and old traditions meet new creativity every day in cities around the world, contributing to the preservation of 

identity and diversity (UCLG, n.d.).  

 

Background Study: 

When walking along the street nowadays, it is hard to see local people on the locality. Currently, the 

impression of the tourist towards the Petaling Street is only a market street selling imitation products and 

souvenirs (Teoh, 2012). Furthermore, the original Chinese residents who do business here had moved out to stay 

in other residential areas in spite of continuing to run their business here, and some even hire the foreign 

workers to run their business (Tang, 2013). As a result, these have affected the sense of place of the people 

towards the city.  

There are several factors contributing to the transformation of cultural landscape of Petaling Street such as 

depopulation of the local community due to the deterioration of the living environment, elimination of the 

traditional trades and rapid urban development leading to demolition of historical buildings. With more than 100 

years old history, Petaling Street should become the root of Chinese culture and memory.  Depending on 

development alone is not enough to make Greater KL a world class metropolitan city, preservation of cultural 

and heritage aspects need to be considered also in urban planning apart from the physical and materialistic 

aspects (Ku, n.d.). No one will be disagreeing with the idea of development. However, the projects must be able 

to contribute to the betterment of life quality among the people, rather just serving as just an empty glory 

(Chong, 2011). 

Due to the constraint of the site enclosed by the perimeter buildings and lacks of permeability to its 

surroundings, the main challenge is to break the strong enclosure by increasing its porosity towards the existing 

heritage trail and Klang river side. Based on the figure ground study, the site has potential to become an urban 

oasis with the introduction of landscaped urban plaza functioning as collective point catering for the local and 

tourist and incorporating with art and culture programming (Othuman Mydin, M.A., et al., 2015). By integrating 

with the existing public realm, the proposed urban plaza has potential to complement and enhance the Penjaja 

gallery wet market and food stalls. Another opportunity involves reactivating the underutilized back alley as 

essential linkage connecting the main urban paths and reinstating the urban experience in the proposed site.  

 

Design Process: 

The site is consisted of two lots seperated by a two way traffic road used for the main vehicular access for 

the nearby Bangunan Pak Peng which is multistorey department store at Jalan Petaling, the market street. To 

ensure the continuity of spatial flow, the two lots are connected with continuous open sunken urban plaza. The 

edge of the sunken plaza is slanted in either compression or expanssion manner to create directional force and to 

define focus points at the continuous sunken plaza.  

There are two different approaches employed to reinforce the potential of the site as linkage. First approach 

is through the new materiality that highlights the alleys, strectching out to the all sides from the proposed site in 

order to act as surface signage that gives a sense of way finding to the pedestrian from surroundings. Another 

approach is the placement of the building form to emphasize the role of the alley as linkage meanwhile 

responding to the existing urban fabric where the alley is the genius loci of the city, allowing the people to 

discover the hidden food stalls and wet market. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Site response design strategies 
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One of the design strategies is to break the sense of enclosure of the site by increasing the porosity of the 

site towards the Klang River side and the heritage trail. This is achieved by taking advantage of the existing 

abandoned shophouses to create a visual and physical connection between the site with the Jalan Tun. H. S. Lee 

and the Sri Mahamariamman Temple that considered as one of the tourist favorite destinations and major 

landmarks in the city.  

By freeing up the ground floor plan of the shophouses, the visual and physical connection is created to 

entice the pedestrians from the Jalan Tun H. S. Lee and Sri Mahamariamman Temple with a sense of 

exploration. Based on the conservation guidelines, the front facade of the shophouses is required to be 

conserved and restored, while the rear portion can be redeveloped.  

In order to improve the quality of the Penjaja Gallery wet market hidden at the alley flanked by shophouses 

at both sides, certain part of the existing metal roof will be removed to allow the insertion of the trees 

meanwhile promoting the air flow below the roof. Besides, the proposed urban plaza is planned to integrate with 

the Penjaja Gallery food stalls by allowing the extension of eating area towards the sunken plaza which 

functions as social space or small stages for cultural performance.  

 

Design Proposal: 

The programming strategy involves interface of museum, cultural, educational and leisure to promote 

diversity in usage, interest and vibrancy for all range of groups. The leisure programs acts as the linking element 

for the museum, cultural and educational programs.  

 

Fig. 2: Zoning of the programs 

 

The ground floor is designed as open plaza acting as social space which is highly accessible and 

incorporated with landscape features such as water feature, trees and street furniture to ensure the comfort and 

liveliness for continuous usage. There is layering of zoning happens happen vertically whereby the upper floor 

building massing is defined in floating expression and serves for Chinese opera educational program meanwhile 

the ground floor and lower ground floors mostly serves for public and commercial activities.  

The sunken urban plaza is proposed to unite the two separate lots as a continuous landscape areas allowing 

for multifaceted activities. Some of the public programs are allocated at lower ground level below the urban 

plaza to minimize the building scale so that the new proposal scheme is low profile and does not compete with 

the existing historic setting.  

There are two parts of the sunken urban plaza that responds to site contexts respectively. The first part of 

the urban plaza is inspirational terraces that integrating with the Penjaja Gallery wet market and food stall 

allowing for the extension of the eating areas, overlooking the sunken terraces that can be used for leisure 

activities or small stage for cultural performances. Cascading water feature is incorporated to animate the space 

with the relaxing sound of water. With the landscape feature and historical backdrop, the whole combination 

gives an inspiring and poetic ambiance for the users who come across the space.  

The second part of the urban plaza consists of amphitheater and an open air stage mainly for Chinese Opera 

performance. However, it also allows for open air cinema and versatile art and cultural performances with a 

certain degree of flexibility. With the introduction of folding panels, the performance stage can turn inward or 

outward based on the requirement of the programs. At the same time, tea house located at the both sides of the 

amphitheater acts as social place for meeting up, chatting and having tea time while enjoying the performance 

occurring at the amphitheater. As a result, it is an urban space that retraces the disappearing memories of the site 

and reinvents it with new spatial experience. 
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In terms of building design, the main elements of traditional shophouse such as internal courtyard, five-foot 

way, and window louvers are reinterpreted into the proposed building typology. This approach aims to create a 

sense of belonging to the local people by retracing the disappearing architectural element of the traditional 

shophouses.   

 

 

Fig. 3: Building façade expression referring to the disappearing architectural elements of the traditional 

shophouses which is mainly dominated by timber louvers windows 

 

The steel frame structure defining the external corridor evokes the sense of five-foot way to the users. In 

addition in bringing daylight and natural ventilation, the internal courtyard acts as division between the learning 

spaces with the insertion of trees as screening and borrowed view.  

The back alley is turned into green alley with permeable pavers and trees to stimulate its usage as 

welcoming pathway to the pedestrian. The placing of the building massing further enhances the alley experience 

in the city.  

Through the adaptive reuse, the shophouses serve for new visual and physical connection to the site and 

also accommodate the museum programs allowing people to discover the historic significance of Petaling Street. 

Four shophouses lots are linked up through a loop of circulation with the insertion of new staircases and 

corridors. In order to respect the shophouses typology, the new architectural elements are served as insertion 

rather than extension.   

 

Lesson Learnt: 

This proposal is a multipurpose institution encompassing cultural, leisure, museum and educational 

programming. It is also a social and cultural platform celebrating the memory and history of the past and 

promoting the Chinese opera to the public meanwhile interfacing the locals and the public. In term of building 

expression, the proposed building is designed to be low profile but permeable to the landscaped open plaza to 

create a sense of welcoming. One of the challenges is to give sense of belonging to the local through 

reinterpretation with traditional shophouses elements which are diminishing from the urban streetscapes and 

fabric. The design scheme is sensitively designed to blend and respect with the existing urban, social and 

cultural fabrics instead of making a statement by itself.  
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