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Our collections feature a holistic 
approach to your own sanctuary 
of minimalism.

LUXURY YET 
AFFORDABLE 
SIMPLE YET 
TIMELESS

leoceramiko

leoceramiko
leoceramiko

Sustainable 
Renewable
Versatile
Durable
Diverse

�e remarkable performance characteristics of Malaysian 
timbers have allowed architects and designers globally to 
feature timber in time-transcending designs that match 
beauty with functionality.

Your go-to resource for information on 
Malaysian timbers

www.mtc.com.my

MALAYSIAN 
TIMBERS 
THE PREFERRED
CHOICE

CONNECT GROWENGAGE
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Your one-stop scientific
solution for Zero Debond

Exclusive supplier and manufacturer of Malaysia's 
first patented Polymeric Resinous Bonding Agent

For Plastering, Tiling and Paneling Joints

Performance beyond boundaries with

“REVERSE INTERLOCKING TECHNOLOGY“

Free 
Consultation

Facebook
Page

Scan Here
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TOUCHLESS
REDEFINED
GROHE TOUCHLESS FAUCETS

Visit GROHE store locator at: www.grohe.my to discover GROHE stores near you.

GROHE MALAYSIA SDN BHD 201101010715 (938845-W)  |  GROHE LIVE! CENTER
G-03 Ground Floor, Menara Tan & Tan, 207 Jalan Tun Razak, 50400 Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia   

National Toll-free Line : 1800 80 6570  |  E : info-malaysia@grohe.com  |  W : www.grohe.my

HYGIENIC HAND WASHING WITH INFRARED TAPS
GROHE’s infrared sensor taps are not only hygienic, but also extremely convenient. Slim and modern, it is offered in various designs to match any 
bathroom style. Using highly precise sensors, water flow is automatic upon detection of hand movements, avoiding direct contact with less chance 
of germs and bacteria spreading . More water-saving with the pre-set sensitivity of the sensor which can be changed to determine water flow after no 
movement is detected. All GROHE sensor taps are manufactured in Germany and are therefore deserving of the “Made in Germany” sign of quality. 
grohe.my

Scan to register for a 
FREE copy of e-book.
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WE CRAFT BUILDING 
SOLUTIONS
DMI is a leading manufacturer of high-quality steel 
products. From beautifully crafted wall panels to roofing 
systems to suit every length and curve. Our advanced 
manufacturing technology ensures our products are made 
with the highest standards. No matter what project you are 
working on, DMI has the right solution for you.

DMI Building Products (M) Sdn. Bhd. Lot 1031, Jalan KB 2/15, Balakong, 43300 Seri Kembangan, Selangor Tel: +603 8961 8698 Email: Info@dmi.my www.dmi.my

Project:
Batu Maung Waste Transfer Station

Sika Sarnafil‘s systems, products and services are designed to precisely fit 
your local needs worldwide. 

With more than 50 years of roofing and waterproofing experience in locations 
all over the world, on buildings of all types and many diverse climates, Sika 
Sarnafil is the worldwide market leader in thermoplastic membrane
technology. 

REACHING NEW HEIGHTS IN
ROOFING MEMBRANES

SIKA KIMIA SDN BHD
No. 9, Jalan Timur,
46000 Petaling Jaya,
Selangor DE, Malaysia

Contact
Phone  +603 7957 0111
Fax  +603 7956 7291
www.sika.com.my
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Delivering 
Results & Reliability
More than 24 years of expertise in innovative roofing solutions

Total Solution Provider for 
Roofing and Cladding
SWISSMA BUILDING TECHNOLOGIES SDN. BHD. 199701028820 (444319-T)

Jalan Utas (15/7),Shah Alam Industrial Estate, P.O. Box 7053,
40700 Shah Alam, Selangor Darul Ehsan, Malaysia.

Project: 
MITEC, 
Kuala Lumpur

Profile: 
Swissma customised 
roofing solution

At Swissma Building Technologies, we measure our works and services 
against the highest standards of quality. Above all, we pride on our 
innovative and attentive approach to deliver pragmatic and cost-effective solutions.

The BrandLaureate 
2015 - 2016 

President’s Award

The BrandLaureate
2016 - 2017

Most Sustainable
Brand Award

The BrandLaureate
2017 - 2018

Most Valuable
Brand Award

www.swissma.com
enquiry@swissma.com

 

A member of

RecycleTermite
Resistant

Theft
Proof

Environmentally 
Friendly

Fire 
Resistant

SWISSMA® CASEX® Cladding Panel SWISSMA® WINKELWELT® Cladding Profile

SWISSMA® DOPPELWELT® Standing SeamSWISSMA® ZIPWELT®

SWISSMA® DACH Metal Tiles SWISSMA® SNAPWELT®

Sin Chew Business 
Excellence Awards 2016 

Product and Service 
Excellence

ERRATA
In the article HOW TO BUILD AN ART COLLECTION 
published in the previous AM (Issue 33.1, 2021), 
the artwork How Tall Will You Be? II (2018) by artist 
Yim Yen Sum was erroneously credited. 
The mistake is regretted.
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There was a time when we could still gather, meet friends and catch up on the 
months that had gone by — with strict SOPs in place and compulsory masks of 
course. With that, we were able to publish AM’s first issue of 2021 earlier this 
year in March and held a small launch to celebrate the revival and re-vamp of 
the magazine. You’ll be able to see photos and images of that on the next page 
(and see if you spot yourself).  

Despite being in an era where we are more hyper-connected and digital 
than ever, there still needs to be a reprieve from the blue-light of your screens. 
That’s why a printed product is — in its tactile nature —W something that is 
still in demand. While it lends credibility to the industry it’s in, it also serves 
as an important documentation and marker that goes down in history. While 
creating during a pandemic has proven to not be easy, we’re still glad that 
you’re holding the second copy of this year’s AM in your hands. 

This time around you’ll be able to stay inspired with our line-up of stories. 
For one, it would not have been expected that a rug business could “withstand 
a zombie apocalypse” — as told by Omar Khan, he shed light on the different 
ways his tailor-made career has led him to do “home couture”. You’ll also 
see how Acacia Mardiana Daud’s architecture training has led her to create 
breathtaking work; through her photographs, you can traverse the world and 
feel the spaces of buildings you’ve never visited. Caleb Goh on the other hand, 
while not a member of the architectural fraternity, was able to articulate what a 
lot of people feel about architecture and its intersection with beauty, purpose 
and practicality. 

Even though quite a lot of media (and social media) attention has been paid 
on the pandemic, there is still one issue that plagues the industry and that’s 
climate change. Writer Ee Leng suggests that there are five “R”s of architecture 
and developments that can help alleviate and negate harm that occurs to the 
environment, and we believe that you will fast become advocates of them. In 
this issue too we offer an explanatory opinion piece by Dr. Ranjit Singh Malhi 
on the contestations of the founder of Kuala Lumpur in recent years.

The projects we featured here range from the meaningful (think of a house 
that was transformed into a home for 20 pets), masterful (a foreign project by 
a Malaysian architect which has ribbons of concrete walls weaving through a 
landscape) to the poetic (the Godown KL which was built upon the ideals of 
the city that surrounds it) and more than practical (a car “3S” centre in Sarawak 
that takes on the user journey of a customer while still maintaining elegance 
and aesthetics at its forefront). 

The issue also explores how good design contributed to less reliance 
on air-conditioning and thus lower overall energy consumption (check out 
Balau House) and a high-scale condominium which borrows its DNA from its 
architects as it stands out (literally) and reshaped Bangsar’s skyline. There’s 
more, and we trust that you’ll enjoy seeing them in their full splendor. Speaking 
of which, if you cast your eyes to the back of the issue, you may find some 
familiar faces as we showcase a cross-section of architects to see what makes 
them tick. 

Last but not least, while I’ve always imagined myself publishing magazines 
(and I am thankful for this opportunity to work on AM even in a pandemic), 
I have been called upon to pursue other creative endeavours. It was a 
pleasure to work with PAM and it is bittersweet to part after just two issues, 
but something tells me that I will still remain within the architectural radar – 
whether it’s official business or not. We hope you’ve enjoyed these reads and 
I look forward to crossing paths soon. 

Stay safe. 

Lina Esa,
Editor

Hello,
We hope this new issue of AM comes to you at a much better time. It has been 

really difficult, unprecedented times, and our constant motivation was always to get 
the magazine out to you, as soon as possible, after the excitement of the first issue 
in April. However, development of this issue during the ongoing, stop-start Covid-19 
lockdowns, with all its various variants and SOP’s, have proved challenging and 
tricky, requiring much working around to complete. Like a badly designed car from 
the 80s, we are driving with the handbrake's on, engine leaking oil, constant road 
blocks, U-turns and wrong turns, etc. So much so, we have called the new issue the 
UNLOCKED issue.

 This issue has been completed almost entirely by remote control, without 
access to regular editorial and coordination meetings, including various site visits, 
discussions with our subjects and featured personalities. Thus, the slight delay for 
the publication for which we are sorry for but unavoidably so. Despite all of us being 
seasoned Zoom users now during Covid-19, we were surprised to see how much 
digital life and functions still required the physical one. And how everything takes 
so much longer. Nonetheless, as a team, we are all proud it’s finally out and in your 
hands now. We hope to bring some measure of comfort, at least in the idea that despite 
the breakdowns, shutdowns and lockdowns; with daily life lived virtually and in 
isolation, that the magazine in its physical form can inspire some hope towards when 
everything is as it was and we can be together again.

Despite the difficulties, we believe this issue 33.2 is particularly strong, and 
finally at a level we hoped to be when we planned the re-vamp. Like the previous 
issue, this comes in at 180 pages but with slight changes to paper and adjustments 
all around, some subtle others more pronounced. The Features section is developing 
nicely as a platform for ideas and stands as a strong pillar of AM to complement the 
Projects section, which remains the anchor. Financially, we have proven with this 
issue that it is a commercially viable operation for PAM, one that can only grow in 
the future. While it was never planned to be a lucrative money spinner, it was always 
important to us that it be a sustainable venture and never incurring members funds.

Finally, I am pleased to be able to sign-off and handover the reins to the incom-
ing team for the next issue onwards. With the recent changes to PAM Council, this 
will be my last stand. It is only fair to allow others the opportunity to implement their 
own ideas to take AM to a higher level. It has always been my belief that one must 
never hang on to positions, especially not to deter others. Having led two re-vamps 
of the magazine and delivering 12 issues, it is timely for me to step down. Managing 
AM had taken an inordinate amount of time and effort, but which I was honoured 
to be given the responsibility and experience, however exhausting that process 
may be. I have learnt much in the process, an intense but pleasurable assignment.  
I congratulate the new MAP Chairman and AM Editor, and I strongly encourage PAM 
members to join the team. Lastly, I wish to give my thanks to you, readers of AM, for 
all your support and kind words. I end here by giving thanks to the current AM and 
PAM team, without which I could never do this work, and especially to my editor Lina, 
for her skills, energy and loyalty. Thank you all, and goodbye.

 
Enjoy the new AM.

Ang Chee Cheong, 
Director

UN-LOCKED! THANK YOU.

Get your work published in AM. We welcome your 
contributions of projects and your proposals to 
publish. Email us at: media.publications@pam.org.my
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LAUNCH RECEPTION 
PAM Centre, 31 March 2021

The restructured AM magazine with a new format was relaunched 
after the magazine ceased publication in August 2020 last year. 
A special SOP-compliant, launch event squeezed in between the 
pandemic lockdowns was held at the end of March to celebrate the 
return of the AM, attended by PAM members, supporters, industry 
partners and friends. 

AM RETURNS CONTRIBUTORS

YEOH EE-LENG 
spent her childhood years in Miri, Sarawak, 
when visiting newly constructed houses was as 
much a hobby as swimming, cycling and playing 
at the beach. Since then, the love of spaces 
and structures large enough to walk around 
in had been deeply ingrained. As much as she 
loves architecture, she is also a self-professed 
tree-hugger grappling with the conundrum that 
the act of building is inherently destructive and 
creative at the same time. She is a graduate 
of the University of Sydney and subscribes to 
a process-driven architecture that embraces 
context and ‘touching the earth lightly’. 

MEGAT ARIFF SHAH BIN MEGAT OMAR 
has authored, edited and assisted in the 
publication of journal papers, articles and books 
on the themes of architectural history, culture, 
materiality and design. He had previously taught 
at the University of Malaya and City University, 
Malaysia, and is currently the Associate 
Dean at the School of Architecture, Faculty 
of Built Environment, Tunku Abdul Rahman 
University College. 

NIZAR MUSA 
began his career in New Zealand as an honours 
graduate working in a structural engineer’s 
office, retrofitting old shops and data centres 
before returning to Malaysia in 2001. His 
eight-year tenure at Hijjas Architects and 
Planners saw, among others, the design of the 
PAM Award-winning Sasana Kijang, the LEED 
Platinum-certified Menara Shell in Brickfields, 
and the Celcom HQ in Petaling Jaya. Currently, 
he helms QID, a brand identity, design + editorial 
studio, and is a regular contributor to AM and 
other regional design publications. 

DR. RANJIT SINGH MALHI 
is an independent historian who has written 19 
books on Malaysian, Asian and World History. 
Professionally, he is a consultant, trainer and 
bestselling author in the areas of Management 
Development, Personal Development and 
Soft Skills. Ranjit has written six books on 
management, personal development and soft 
skills, three of which have been translated into 
Arabic. He is currently an Adjunct Professor with 
the Asia Pacific University of Technology and 
Innovation (APU).

BEVERLY YONG AND RACHEL NG 
/ ROGUEART
are contemporary Southeast Asian art 
specialists who have worked in this field since 
the 1990s. Founded in 2008 and based in KL, 
RogueArt focuses on the creative, strategic 
and organisational management of art and 
cultural projects, exhibitions, collections and 
publications. Current directors: Rachel Ng and 
Beverly Yong.

ACACIA MARDIANA DAUD 
is an architectural graduate and Canon 
EOS Youth Ambassador. Influenced by her 
architectural training and travel to over 40 
countries, she has worked with numerous global 
brands to create and curate beautiful images.  
She currently heads her own creative studio for 
branding and design projects, working closely 
with the architectural, tourism and hospitality 
sectors, including documentary work for 
international NGOs and refugee agencies. 
When not behind the lens, she indulges in 
lame jokes, fantasy fiction and pau kaya.

CALEB GOH HERN-EE 
is an associate at the law firm of Tay Ibrahim 
& Partners. He fancies himself a writer and 
somewhat of a historian. He grew up in Muar, 
Johor, and spent his formative years in Malacca 
and Penang before moving to Kuala Lumpur for 
work. His weekends are spent stalking the city, 
looking for new buildings to love and hate.

NAJIHAH RASHID 
is a lover of cats, is always searching for cosy 
and quiet corners, even when travelling. This 
creature of habit will break routine only after 
Amy Santiago-level research, or else she will 
happily watch Modern Family or Brooklyn 
Nine-Nine in the comforts of her home for the 
umpteenth time.
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PRIMARY SCHOOLED

Madthree studio has come up with 
a Mondrian in the form of an arm-
chair. Perfect for turning up the 
drama for the poolside, this seat 
is created with powder-coated 
matte black rebar rods, with PVC 

cords in the three primary colours, 
plus black and white. This locally 
made furniture is the work of three 

artisans who share a deep apprecia-
tion for marrying traditional handwork with 
contemporary designs! Each pre-ordered 
item will take around five weeks to reach 
your home so that the designers have ample 
time to execute with care and attention. 

ELECTRI-DRIVE

EV or electric vehicles are the new standard as more and more manufacturers and 
consumers are making the switch as technology improves and sustainability concerns 
mount. But would you ever imagine puttering around in this cut-E that’s also an eco, 
electric car? It started in 2017 when Honda showed its Urban EV Concept which was a 
micro hatchback seemingly inspired by ‘70s retro chic – which essentially was a hatch-
back design with a modern twist, eschewing any fu-
turistic lines or a machismo machine. In 2019 the 
company announced it would be transform-
ing the concept into a production 
car – though no news yet when it 
might come to Southeast Asia. 
We’re sure we would welcome 
this kawai-E concept onto our 
cluttered roads. 

RE-USE / RE-TILE

There’s hope for the living – and we can take PrettyPlastic as 
a pretty impressive example of how waste can be upcycled 
to be functional and beautiful. PrettyPlastic saw a whole lot 
of potential in plastic garbage and turned them into precious 
building material. Made of old window frames, downspouts, 
and rain gutters, PrettyPlastic are cladding materials which have 
since been tested and usable. They look good, are easy to install, 
completely safe and will last forever (and has approved EU class B 
fire-certificates - very difficult to burn) making them ready to be applied 
onto any building. While the company is based in Amsterdam (and so it might 
not be ideal to build your home over here with it), you can order samples for free 

(only pay for shipping) and learn more on www.prettyplastic.nl.

GOT MILK (CRATES)?

If being stuck in the multiple variants of 
lockdowns has got you crate-zy, there’s 
still a way to get organised in the most 
fashionable way. Replicate the industrial 
“just nicked this off the back of a milk 
truck” haphazard-chic look with these 
Colour Crates by Hay, available at Smuk 
Living. These multifunctional plastic crates 
can be used to create order in any chaotic 
corner, with its ventilated and stackable 
designs in a variety of colours and sizes 
to suit any home’s palette. 

IN THE SPOTLIGHT

Sometimes, an industrial twist can surprisingly add a 
pleasant and welcoming touch to a home. This tripod floor 

lamp from the Raw & Rustic concept store definitely 
works great as a conversation starter. Shine some light 

into a study room, or place it next to a chaise 
lounge to create the ideal reading nook.

TEXTURED ARTISTRY

If you're looking for top-notch quality, unique 
creations and to contribute to a great cause, 
the Penan Women Project will tick all those 
boxes. The non-profit organisation does not 
only showcase the handiwork of these women, 
but they also empower the women of the 
Penan tribe to earn a sustainable living while 
allowing for continuity in their heritage. When 
you make a purchase from the Penan Women 
Project, know that 100% of the profits from the 
sales are channeled back into their communi-
ty. These eye-catching cyan baskets could 
just be the pop of colour that can brighten your 
room. And if bright colours are not really your 

thing, stay on the look-
out for neutral tones, 

as those tend to get 
snatched up real 

quick. 

MAKE A DIFFERENCE

A great couch can make or break 
a space, yet with this piece from 
Lain Furniture, it's safe to say 
that your living room will be the 
central focus of your dwelling. 

Crafted by Australian-trained Hani 
Ali, expect minimal yet individual 
features that will imbue an unmistak-

able touch. Why? Hani’s star has been 
on the up and her handiwork has been 
gracing many places, from offices to 
private residences. 

CONCRETE DECISIONS

You’ll have to hand it to some of our locally-crafted 
items which really exceed expectations. If you can 
believe it, this candle is fully handmade: from the 
concrete jar to the wax itself! Kraft Lab creates these 
brutal beauties in small batches, all with much care 
and attention. Each hand-poured soy wax candle 
is unique and is 100% vegan and cruelty-free. Your 
typical candle wick is swapped for an auditory delight: 
the wooden wick crackles away as the candle burns and 
your passions sizzle.

GO DEEPER

For the best of both worlds, above water and on dry land, dive right into 
the next-gen Garmin’s, which are so power-packed with colours they are 

essentially watch-style dive computers. There are new colors with a 
1.2-inch color sunlight-readable sapphire display, a 43mm watch case 
and interchangeable QuickFit bands in silicone, leather, metal and 
nylon. When you can eventually cross borders and hit the water, have 
the Garmin Descent Mk2S on your wrist — it can deliver its computer 
functions underwater and advanced multisport features above water. 

WELL-ROUNDED

Reclaiming and refreshing traditional furniture is the name of 
the game for The Rotan Lot. As the name suggests, this display 
shelf is made out of rotan, and it comes in two options: au 
naturel, or you can have it painted. Lightweight yet sturdy, this 
piece can easily find its place to display mementoes or orna-
ments in your favourite part of the house. 

OBJECTS

FOR PEOPLE’S 
BEST FRIENDS

In collaboration with Haiwan 
(www.haiwan.com.my), Kene 

Design's stylish terrazzo bowl 
feeder has been an instant hit for pet lovers. 
This stunning pet bowl is made entirely from 
scratch, and the best part is that it blends in with 
your home décor. Each detail is meticulously 
polished and hand-sanded. If you're concerned 
about the porous quality of concrete, this 
feeder has been pre-treated three times for 
waterproofing, making it food-safe. Also, if you 
have an excitable pet, Kene Design has thought 
ahead - rubber stoppers are placed at the bot-
tom of every bowl, making them slip-proof. 

CURRENTS

TODAY TOMORROW THINGS 
BY NAJIHAH RASHID 

GET FRAMED

It's time to upgrade your walls, and the best way to do it is 
with these Getah frames by MUKK. These will allow you to 
display your favourite memories, prints or artwork – you can 
choose from Mini (160 x 160mm), 4R size (210 x 160mm) or 
Giant (210 x 210mm). You can opt out drilling the frames into 
a wall. The brand offers a personalised engraving service too, 

so every frame can truly be yours! Made of high quality, sus-
tainably sourced materials, this means that you can spruce up the 

house with a lower carbon footprint. This beauty is available in four 
styles. The wood pieces are secured together with a sturdy band made of 
rubber, giving it its name. 
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GO GREEN

The Beautyblender – which does 
the job of blending out foun-
dation to diffused perfection 
— is usually found in a myriad of 
colours, but this green sponge 
is not like the others! This is the 
Beautyblender Bio Pure, which is 
made of a renewable plant-de-
rived pre-polymer. Gentle to 
earth but also to your skin, just 
like the original, it's meant to be 
used wet, and you can expect 
the same level of performance 
when it comes to application. 

AT FIRST BLUSH

Quick and easy – that’s the name 
of the game when adding a final 
flourish to the makeup routine. 
Cream blushes (when formu-
lated right) can last throughout 
the day plus impart a glass 
skin effect. Malaysian brand 
Velvet Vanity's Glo with the 
Flo is a serum-like texture that 
blends into the skin in a matter 
of seconds, without settling into 
fine lines. The squalane-infused 
formula works to blur the look 
of pores while infusing the skin 
with the much-needed boost of 
hydration. The liquid format also 
allows for the user to mix and 
create a new shade of blush.

THE OVERACHIEVER
 

The last thing anyone wants is 
a chalky, pallid complexion for 
all those Zoom sessions. Find 
yourself a moisturiser that’ll just 
work and imbue your skin with 
softness. This one from SANS 
Beauty is infused with niacin-
amide, argan oil and aloe vera 
leaf juice. You'll find this light-
weight moisturiser does the trick 
without clogging your pores. 
While you’ll want to be a master 
at one, this Cream of All Trades 
is apt as it promises to not only 
restore the skin's protective 
barrier, but it can also help treat 
hyperpigmentation while regu-
lating skin's oil production. 

BEFORE STEPPING OUT

A new sunscreen has entered 
the fray: Chuck's Very Im-
portant Sunscreen. Produced 
by local brand Chuck’s – the 
brainchild of influencer Jane 
Chuck – it’s something that’s 
not only homegrown but a joy 
to use. The brand has crafted 
a lightweight yet water-resis-
tant chemical sunscreen that 
not only shields the skin from 
harmful UVA and UVB rays, 
but also helps heal skin. With 
its dose of kale extract, the 
sunscreen has the capacity 
to repair damaged skin cells 
while protecting skin during 
the day. It also promises to 
spare you the white cast that 
others give. This has an air-
less pump too which means 
ingenuity in design – you don’t 
waste a single drop.

SKIN, BUT BETTER

The perfect powder exists! 
Just as the name suggests, the 
Dior Backstage Face & Body 
Powder-No-Powder achieves 
a soft-blur effect while imbuing 
the complexion with an all-nat-
ural radiance, without the pow-
dery look that tends to leave an 
undesirable chalky finish. Suit-
able for any skin type, the pow-
der is a fail-safe option, thanks 
to its translucent quality. This 
makes it the perfect ally for a 
discreet yet flawless skin day.
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POST-MODERN
B y r e d o  M i x e d  E m o t i o n s

Post-Modernism is neither here, there, nor 
anywhere. If confused is the overriding sen-
timent, then there’s nothing better to pair 
with than a name that literally says it: Mixed 
Emotions. Even though it feels unsure, the 
scent is unisex fragrance that strikes a 

balance between the 
woody and the aromatic. 
The base notes, papy-
rus and birch, creates a 
comforting foundation 
for the soothing notes 
of Ceylon tea and violet 
leaves to blossom on. 
The top notes include 

maté tea and blackcurrant, which juxtapos-
es idleness with a bright sweetness. Try to 
deconstruct this for size.

MINIMALIST 
G i o r g i o  A r m a n i  O c e a n  D i  G i o i a

Less is less, and the least is most. At least, 
that’s what Marie Kondo 
enthusiasts would en-
thuse. For you, there are 
more clean lines than the 
eye can see. You’d be 
found, bare walls and all, 
with nary a piece of fur-
niture nor anything of use 
in the near vicinity (except 
for the all-coveted joy that 

has been sparked). In the void, a spritz of 
this neatly rounded perfume bottle would 
blend into the surrounds (or lack thereof). 
For its tenth anniversary, Ocean di Gioia 
is a reimagination of a crystalline floral 
fragrance reflects the joyful nature of the 
ocean, built around the aquatic freshness of 
water jasmine, the juicy notes of sparkling 
pear, and faceted by a woody musk base.

BRUTALIST
C o m m e 

D e s  G a r ç o n s 
P a r f u m s 

C o n c r e t e 
 

You’re full of mystery, 
stark, contrasted and 
minimal. Most probably 
a loner – you’ve built 
walls around yourself and you’ve taken the 
hard line on a lot of things. So while you enjoy 
your one succulent in a pebble-filled glass-
house, take an exploration of destruction, 
construction and creation with Concrete. While 
you won’t smell powdery-musky like wet con-
crete, it’s more a spicy blend of sandalwood 
with cumin, cardamom, clove and rose oxyde. 

GREEN DESIGN 
L u s h  C o s m e t i c s  G r a s s 

 
Zero waste, sustainability, no carbon footprint, 
low energy and GBI ratings are the name of the 
game here. So what can be greener than the 
literal ground we walk upon – try Lush Cosmetic’s 
Grass perfume spray that’s a zesty reminis-
cence of, well, grass. Because 
Lush is also big on being sus-
tainable, the brand likes to 
keep plastic packaging low 
and this particular formulation 
is also vegan. 

PARAMETRIC 
I s s e y  M i y a k e  P l e a t s  P l e a s e

 
To you, you’re always shaping and reshaping the future — and at 
the same time always rejected homogeneity and utilitatrianism. 
Rather than staying on the straight and narrow or being very for-
ward, parametrics like you thrive in the free-form and conceptual. 

Sweeping, swooping, irregular shapes are a 
must. For something somewhat otherwordly, 
Pleats Please may please you. While the clas-
sic Issey scent will take you down memory 
lane with its luminous, joyful, floral bouquet 
and addictive base notes which combine the 
sweetness of vanilla layered over vibrant woody 
notes. While distinctively feminine, the bottle is 
a lesson in abstract and bucking the norms — it 
builds character, doesn’t it?

CLASSICAL
G u c c i  1 9 2 1  E D P 

 
With this style, it’s dark academia meets Victo-
rian baroque – it’s running through the garden 
in flouncy skirts and petticoats, it’s effusiveness 
and going OTT with a lot of ornaments. The 
latest Gucci 1921 EDP is from the Alchemist’s 
Garden, a blast from 100 years ago. With floral 
and sweet notes, it’s intense yet subtle and ele-
gant while fizzy embodying a genderless scent 
that’s very now. The bottle itself is regality  
— accented with gold lettering and The Alchemist’s Garden’s  
peculiar ornamental designs. 

REVITALISATION 
IN A BOTTLE

Imagine all the benefits of 
moisture, in gel form. Kayman 
Beauty’s Skintella Moisturising 
Gel is a lightweight moisturiser 
that will keep your skin hydrated 
without leaving a heavy layer 
on the skin. In the Malaysian 
climate, using the right texture 
can make or break your skincare 
routine, depending on your skin 
type. Enriched with centella asi-
atica extract, ceramide, beta- 
glucan and squalane, the gel 
soothes the skin while providing 
enough moisture to assist in skin 
barrier restoration. 

COMPLEXION ILLUMINATION

Vitamin C has been all the rage 
in these recent times, and local 
brand LUMI Beauty is here to 
satiate the thirst for it. Created 
to give the skin a healthy glow, 
the Vitamin Glow Super Serum 
is jam-packed with vitamins C, 
E and beta-carotene from fruit 
and vegetable extracts. The 
blend of ingredients promises 
to leave the complexion with a 
moisturised and glowing finish, 
along with protecting the skin 
with antioxidants.  

OLDIE, BUT A GOODIE 

Skincare connoisseurs and new-
bies can attest to the powers of 
this oil. Nuxe Huile Prodigieuse is a 
multipurpose dry oil that contains 
98% natural origin ingredients. 
Powered with seven precious bo-
tanical oils—moisturising tsubaki  
oil, repairing argan oil, nourish-
ing macadamia oil, smoothing 
borage oil, moisturising camellia 
oil, protective  hazelnut oil and 
softening sweet almond oil—this 
concoction works on face, body 
and hair to provide long-lasting 
hydration. With the power to 
reduce stretch marks and its an-
ti-pollution shield effect, it is no 
wonder that this oil stood the test 
of time. 

CURRENTS INTERFACE

IN YOUR FACE
BY NAJIHAH RASHID 

A PERFUME MATCH-UP TO YOUR PERSONAL DESIGN IDEOLOGY.
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HOW TO WIN WORK: 
THE ARCHITECT’S GUIDE TO 
BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT 
AND MARKETING
Jan Knikker,
Riba Publishing

The press release of the book 
itself asks the tantalising 
question “You are a great 
designer, but no one knows 
you. Now what?” More than 
just a how-to manual, this book 
condenses the wisdom from 
20 years’ experience in global 
architecture marketing by Jan 
Knikker at MVRDV and OMA. 
Bridging the distance between 
architecture and marketing, the 
author provides practical tips, 
best practice guidance and 
anecdotes on two key areas of 
public relations and business 
development. 

The topics covered range from 
the specific steps of writing press 
releases and sustaining an online 
media presence, up to how to 
prepare a convincing pitch, fee 
proposals as well as the nuts and 
bolts of working collaborations. 
In the end, this book provides 
a fresh perspective on how to 
sustain as well as market your 
practice —  large or otherwise 
— within an increasingly global, 
virtual design landscape. 

LIVING ART
Emelia Ong,
Areca Books

Art is more than just the tangible, 
but rather all the processes 
involved in its making. Emelia 
Ong methodically presents the 
art practice of 14 contemporary 
professional Malaysian artists, 
beginning with an overview of 
how each is located within the 
larger art historical contexts. 
The author dives straight into 
the childhood experiences and 
learning process of the artists, 
as well as the materials, tools, 
and current working process and 
practice. Of particular interest is 
the way Living Art reflects on the 
working space that the artists 
inhabit, allowing the readers to 
make up their own conclusions 
on how this could have shaped 
the final artworks. The book is 
an admirable effort to present 
a visual narrative of Malaysian 
art - covering drawings and 
paintings to performance art and 
multimedia – through a series 
of snapshots and interviews. 
It is significant in its inclusivity 
of a variety of art forms, as 
well as attempting to answer a 
layperson’s curiosity of “How do 
they do it?”

THE MASTERPLAN
Reinier De Graaf,
Archis

To design is to dream; this novel 
takes the idea of that dream and 
turns it on its head. Written by 
Reinier de Graaf, the founding 
partner of OMA, the story is 
centred on an architect who took 
on the commission of a lifetime 
to design the new capital of a 
young African republic. Seeing 
this as an opportunity to step out 
of the shadows of his famous 
architect father, the protagonist’s 
personal and professional life is 
challenged by a project that is 
not at all what it seems. Deftly 
referencing issues and themes of 
global superpower, international 
property market players and 
the development struggles of 
an emerging nation, the thriller 
that is The Masterplan is a work 
of fiction that may hit closer to 
home than expected. 

TERRACE 
TRANSFORMATIONS 
IN THE TROPICS
Robert Powell 
& Lin Ho,
Atelier International

The objective of the book was 
delineated by Robert Powell 
at the very beginning, which is 
to investigate how climatically 
appropriate terrace houses for 
the tropics may be thoughtfully 
designed as revealed through 
the house plans and sections. 
Coupled with images by 
photographer Lin Ho, this 
investigation is presented 
through 26 selected houses with 
the same context of being mid-
terrace units. Beginning with a 
brief overview on the history and 
development of terrace houses 
in Malaysia, each unit is an 
interesting example of how airy 
yet intimate light-filled spaces 
were achieved. Particularly 
illuminating are the ten lessons 
derived from the transformation 
of the selected terrace houses, 
which the readers are able to 
interpret from the interviews 
with the owners and designers, 
as well as the beautiful images 
accompanying each case 
studies. Completed in the midst 
of the Covid-19 outbreak, this 
book is also a gentle reminder on 
the great transformative ability of 
tropical domestic spaces during 
challenging times.

ICEBERGS, ZOMBIES, 
AND THE ULTRA THIN: 
ARCHITECTURE AND 
CAPITALISM IN THE 
TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
Matthew Soules, 
Princeton Architectural Press

The title lays out the premise 
of the book baldly, restating 
the link between architecture, 
capitalism and the impact on 
the urban landscape over the 
past few decades. Architect 
and academician Matthew 
Soules highlights the way 
finance capitalism has shaped 
the way architects operate and 
its subsequent impact on cities 
and societies. What started as a 
research leading up to the 2008 
global financial crisis (turmoil 
brought on by speculative 
constructions, oversupply and 
subsequent social, political and 
economic challenges) has been 
expanded to encompass the 
trend of ultra-thin residential 
towers and “iceberg” homes that 
extend architectural assets deep 
below street levels that benefit 
only the wealthy elites and 
contributes little to the quality of 
life in the city. Similarly, Soules 
highlights the curious case of 
zombie and ghost urbanisms, to 
explain the global phenomena 
of unoccupied neighbourhoods 
and abandoned housing 
developments. This publication 
puts the spotlight on the 
increasingly intertwining realms 
of real and virtual architecture 
with technology and finance 
that has discreetly altered the 
way we perceive and live as 
designers and residents of the 
built environment.

THE LEGACY AND 
HERITAGE OF 
LOKE CHOW KIT
Junn Ng & Ch’ng Symn,
CGBV

The architecture community 
in Malaysia would have been 
introduced to Loke Chow Kit 
through Loke Hall, or what would 
be known for many years as the 
PAM Building on Jalan Tangsi. 
From this same starting point, 
the authors of “The Legacy and 
Heritage of Loke Chow Kit” 
unfold the history behind the 
name and his contributions to 
the growth and development 
of Kuala Lumpur. Moving from 
Penang to Kuala Lumpur in the 
mid-1880s, he navigated his 
way through the cosmopolitan 
society as a successful merchant 
and an active community figure. 
In telling the story, we are given 
insight into the urban history 
of the places he lived, the 
colourful lifestyle of a Straits-
born Chinese businessman, 
as well as documentation 
of historically and culturally 
significant buildings that are now 
gazetted as the nation’s tangible 
cultural heritage. What makes 
this publication stand out is the 
attention to details that went into 
the publication, from fascinating 
ephemera that adds colour to 
the history, scans of historical 
maps, to annotated aerial shots 
and detailed measured drawings. 
This immersive experience in 
itself makes this publication a 
worthwhile read for both  
casual and seasoned 
architectural historians. 

PRIHAL: ARSITEKTUR ANDRAMATIN
Andra Matin, Artiandi Akbar & Danny Wicaksono 

A.Publication

In 2019, architect Andra Matin unveiled a retrospective exhibition 
showcasing two decades of works by the firm Andramatin at the 
Indonesia National Gallery. Bearing the same name, Prihal is a tex-
tual continuation of the exhibition, this time focusing on 42 projects 
arranged chronologically. Reinterpreting the design sensibilities 
and spatial exploration of the exhibition, this voluminous book 
begins with two sections that provide background reference and 
comprehensive overview of the subject matters to the readers. 
These are the perihal-perihal or subject matters that are central 
to the architecture of Andramatin: the first section is an intimate 
interview by David Hutama that reveals the influences and growth 
from his studies in UNPAR, Bandung, his professional experience 
and even dream projects yet unfulfilled and future plans. The  
second section is an essay chronicling the physical exhibition of 
2019. Together, these give a deeper insight into how the firm and 
the book approach each project, with “conviction, great produc-
tivity and a culture of interaction.”

With texts in Indonesian with English translation, each of the 42 
project’s descriptions includes the background of the projects, 
the design process as well as the spatial experience of the users 
as the readers imagine themselves exploring the structures and 
spaces. True to its design ethos, the book is composed with the 
same restrained yet deliberate approach, suffused with evocative 
photographs, sketches and drawings. The experience of holding 
the book, with its tracing paper-like book jacket that appeals to 
tactile and visual enjoyment, was carefully considered. It is more 
than just a retrospective of an architect’s journey, but a gentle 
reminder of the significance and contribution of architecture in 
everyone’s lives. 

This book is available locally through Suburbia Projects

CURRENTS

PRESCRIBED COMPULSORY 
OPTIONAL READINGS 

BY MEGAT ARIFF SHAH
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Permodalan Nasional Berhad (PNB), Malaysia’s 
largest fund manager, announced in early June 
the successful topping out of the Merdeka 118 
in Kuala Lumpur. As Malaysia’s newest tallest 
building (also Southeast Asia and some say 
Europe too), construction has reached the roof 
slab at the 118th level and is now officially over 
80% completed. Measuring 644 metres (for 
now) to the apex of the top spire, the tower for-
merly known as PNB 118 toppled the crown of 
that other ‘Malaysian tallest tower’, Exchange 
106, recently completed in 2019 to 446 metres 
tall — quickly built, quickly forgotten!

But the point of no return had been 
reached much earlier. Located on Petaling Hill 
adjacent to the landmark Stadium Merdeka and 
Stadium Negara alongside institutions over a 
hundred years old, Merdeka 118 occupies the 
site of the erased civic agora called Merdeka 
Park commissioned by first Prime Minister 
Tunku Abdul Rahman for the new capital. Be-
fore Independence, it was also known as the 
King George VI Coronation Park, conceived by 
Selangor’s British Resident Mr S. W. Jones for 
sports and recreational activities. Privatising 
recreational public space for commercial am-
bitions, the tower will host the usual repertoire 
of features common to the supertall category. 
Described as a crystalline tower, the faceted, 
fidgety form arises from the building’s structural 
frame, which according to design architects 
Fender Katsalidis results “in a pattern of tri-
angular shapes reminiscent of those found in 
traditional Malaysian arts and crafts”. Maybe 
it does, but what if it doesn’t? More important 
than the tower’s stealth geometries and formal 
aesthetic operations, pertinent questions will 
come from seeing how the project integrates 
with the vastly different contexts and urban 
fabric, and how the monumental development 
with its iconic abstraction impacts and relates 
to Kuala Lumpur.

It will be interesting to see how the tower 
will be received when completed in 2022. 
The widespread enthusiasm that greeted the 
Petronas Twins, and the public spectacle it 
offered during construction with the sideshow 
battle between the South Korean and Japanese 
contractors racing to complete each tower for 
technical superiority and bragging rights, is 
largely absent from this project. Indeed, much 
of the discussions and decisions for the project 
had been cloaked behind a veil of secrecy and 
non-disclosure agreements, save for the oc-
casional single image released. Perhaps the 
world has changed (especially after Covid-19), 
perhaps we too have changed, but ultimately, 
Merdeka 118 will have to seek new ways of 
connecting with an ambivalent yet critical pu- 
blic. What it does have going for it perhaps lies 
in its name - 118, which in Cantonese reads as 
‘yat yat fatt’ – everyday prosper! After almost 
two years of battering from the pandemic, we 
hope Merdeka 118 will indeed herald a new 
prosperity for all. And not just for some.
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In March this year, Dieter Janssen started the Instagram account 
@STAIRS_NOT_ALLOWED as a response to the increasingly re-
strictive and limiting impacts of building codes on architectural 
design with a focus on staircases as case studies. Here he tells 
AM about the project.

I started the page as I felt there needed to be a proper feedback 
loop for well-intentioned but overly restrictive code require-
ments that serve as obstacles to good design. Building Codes 
are a necessary lever for enforcing good practice in design. My 
concern with the Ontario Building Code adopting the 2017 Na-
tional Building Code provisions on stairs is that a whole swath 
of design possibilities are eliminated. Stairs are a part of our 
daily experience -- at home, at work, out in the city -- and the 
reasoning behind certain restrictions takes the exceptional cir-
cumstance and applies it too broadly to everyday experience. 
The elimination of open risers, the requirements for guard-rails 
(4" ball rule), handrail requirements, etc, obliges the design to as-
sume the worst of human behaviour. Safety is critical, and as we 
gain information about how certain design criterias can improve 
the use of elements like stairs, these should be discussed. But 
blanket application of restrictions is much too clumsy a process.

 As an example, concrete-filled metal pan stairs which 
are typically ready-made are allowed to have a stair nosing that 
projects separately from the riser face, yet no other stair type al-
lows that. Both provide the required 25mm overhang but through 
different means. The overhang was deemed a tripping hazard, 
so why are metal-pan stairs permitted as an exception? These 
are most typically used in fire exit stairs so the argument that 
an exception is permitted in one instance makes no sense. Then 
there's the new requirement for tactile warning dots which for 
some pose a tripping hazard in their own right.

Disingenuous critics of what I'm calling out will claim I'm ad-
vocating for a free-for-all. That's simply not the case. Designers  
experiment -- that's what design is about. More obstacles to that 
process doesn't raise the quality of experience for anyone.

The examples I've been posting present a range of con-
texts, from private residences to public event spaces, retirement 
homes, offices, etc. All of those stairs are thoughtful examples 
suited to their context. I don't know the statistics of accidents in 
those examples, but I also see no ill-considered designs. On the 
contrary, these are stairs that have elevated their purpose.

With grand public building staircases, yes to a handrail, 
but filling the whole space with handrails is absurd. Imagine New 
York's Lincoln Plaza with all those things. Yet, in Oslo, the Opera 
can build a ramp to the water and no one is falling into the ocean!

DIETER JANSSEN returned home to Toronto, Canada, after a decade in NYC 
working at design offices such as Smith Miller+Hawkinson, Guy Nordenson 
and Associates and Diller Scofidio + Renfro. Currently an Associate with Diamond 
Schmitt Architects, Dieter also teaches and participates in reviews at Yale 
University, University of Toronto, Université du Québec à Montréal, Princeton 
University and others.

SINGAPORE PAVILION
TO GATHER: THE ARCHITECTURE OF RELATIONSHIPS

Singapore’s seventh outing at the Venice Architecture Biennale presents 
an investigation into the relationships within and between communities 
onto public space. Organised into four narratives – Communing Relation-
ships, Framing Relationships, Uncovering Relationships, and Imagining 
Relationships, the country pavilion’s exhibition invoked the local hawker 
center (food court) typology, presenting 16 architecture, art and design 
projects on 16 round tables under the main theme To Gather. Learning 
from familiar spaces such as hawker centres, community hubs, void decks 
and sky gardens, the exhibition presents new perspectives on how good 

design benefits communities, addressing 
the challenges in making them more sus-
tainable, resilient, and safer post-pandemic. 
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How Will We Live Together? - Hashim Sarkis
STAIR/CASE STUDIES 32

View of exhibition

Transportation to Venice

Demolition

Snaps of the @stairs_not_allowed Instagram account

Villa Malaparte, Capri

View of Exhibition. Photography by Gerdastudio

HDB view. 
Photography by Tomohisa Miyauchi

Exhibition Displays.
Photography by Lai Chee Kien

Photography by Gerdastudio Void Deck of HDB Flats. 
Photography by Open Narrative

Elements The Takamizawa House, 1954 to 2019

CURRENTS

JAPAN PAVILION
CO-OWNERSHIP OF ACTION: TRAJECTORIES OF ELEMENTS

Curator Kozo Kadowaki and his team had wanted to address two 
‘waste-generating practices’ in contemporary architecture and 
design -- house demolitions and international exhibitions! In the 
exhibition, the 65-year-old Takamizawa House (named after the 
first owner) in front of Kadowaki’s home became the main pro-
tagonist. This ordinary Japanese house was among many vacant 
ones (13% of all houses in Tokyo, a result of Japan’s declining pop-
ulation) and scheduled for demolition.

The exhibition tells the story of the house’s many lives 
over time, from its start of its construction in 1954 to its eventual 
demolition in 2019, with the dismantling, survey and recording 
the house, with all its individual material components and parts 
archived, indexed and researched, and then fitted into shipping 
containers and transported to Venice. Occupying the main gal-
lery and the courtyard, the Pavilion also incorporates a workshop 
in the undercroft where participants explore new uses for the 
salvaged wood. Outside, the ‘house’ is re-constructed and repur-
posed into objects appropriate for the Venice site but in different 
forms. After the Biennale, the Takamizawa House materials will 
be moved to Oslo, Norway, to be used as part of a community 
residents facility.
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Bangkok is famed for its overwhelming density, heaving with humanity and outsized  
infrastructure. With 6.9 sqm of green public space per capita, it falls 2.1 sqm below WHO 
standards. Most of the public parks are big and inaccessible due to the usual heavy traffic. 
But in the neighbourhood of Sukhumvit, a new “community mall” named PowWowWow 
carves out a rare breathing space, allowing people, landscape and openness to generate a 
community of shared ambitions.

 Designed by intrepid Thai designers All(zone), PowWowWow quickly generated 
a buzz upon its recent opening and earned itself the accolade of Best Retail Concept in 
the recent Monocle Top 50 Design Awards 2021. With the objective to establish an “eco- 
conscious” model, it’s where sustainability and community intersect. To those uninitiated, 
Sukhumvit is an highly coveted inner-city suburb address and home to Bangkok’s hi-so 
(high society). But the project brings to it a lightness of presence that carries a sense of 
pleasure without the burden of pretension.

 Designed as a pavilion in a tropical garden setting with a big roof without walls, Pow-
WowWow’s permeable semi-outdoor, four-storey structure is connected vertically and 
horizontally by walkways with potted trees and crawlers which keep the space climatically 
comfortable. With a material palette that combines metal sheeting, concrete blocks and 
vegetation, the project sits on a tight 300 sqm site and eschews boundaries, providing 
a kind of transparency that is open on all sides to allow fluid circulatory networks in the 
neighbourhood surrounded by high rise towers. According to Rachaporn Choochuey of 
All(zone), the programmes requiring controlled environments (air-con) are kept to five small 
boxes under the big roof amongst the trees, with flexible activities and naturally ventilat-
ed circulations occurring in the spaces in between and in the garden. The retailers here 
aren’t of the varied kind -- products and cuisine here are environmentally friendly, ethical 
and healthy -- while still offering inviting trendy cafes and cool factors for urban millennials 
and local townies to flock to. It’s one way of going green and clean, literally and figuratively, 
transforming a part of the Bangkok concrete jungle into an lush oasis. May there be more.
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Wander through Sukhumvit, Bangkok, and discover PowWowWow

The open areas and green touches are a reprieve for 
inner city folk

A neat space carved out for this “community mall” Vegetation and urban life co-existing 

Its mesmerising time-lapse construction video went viral

The Living Building end product after little over 28 hours

Section, and a portion of the Living Buildings’ construction illustrations

RADARCURRENTS

The housing typology is so fundamental and basic, endlessly re-
peated and rehearsed in various varying variations, that it seems 
that there isn’t any more real invention to be derived. And yet  
every now and then, there comes along a glimpse of a real para-
digm shift, a breakthrough into the realm of potentials that once 
again encourages a hopeful imagination. 

Broad Group is a company based in Changsha, China spe-
cialising in air conditioning and heating systems, air purification 
systems and light weight stainless steel structural systems. In 
June, it showcased the construction of a ten-storey residential 
building completed in a single day. Well, 28.5 hours to be exact 
but it was still an incredible proposition. The project, named 
Living Building, makes bold claims to be the most sustainable, 
the cleanest air quality, the shortest construction period, flexible 
unit-type layout configurations and room arrangements, most 
energy efficient, strongest structure designed to earthquake 
codes, the lightest structure, built to last 1,000 years... and the list 
goes on. Some will recall the same company previously complet-
ing from scratch a 30-storey tower in 15 days via what is by now 
their signature guerrilla-marketing video strategy. The irresistible 
appeal of Broad’s rapid prototyping process lies in demonstrat-
ing the actual construction of the buildings in time-lapse videos 
brought to you courtesy of YouTube.

 Designed for 100% factory fabrication, Broad Group explains 
that the Living Building requires only “extremely simple onsite 
installation: just tighten bolts and connect to water and electric-
ity”. All components and elements are designed to fit a uniform 
shipping-container module of 40 x 8 x 10ft for land transportation 
by trailers, or via shipping. Once installed on-site, the modules 
are stacked and bolted together, with one wall of each module 
folding down to become the adjacent floor plate, with windows 
and balconies unfolded to enclose a column-free space that is 
12m by 4.8m. With internal finishes and MEP incorporated, the 
process is repeated until the building is completed and connect-
ed to services.

 Broad’s proposal, for all its merits, perhaps for now remains 
an experiment in what can be achieved with more research and 
attention into construction and housing, efforts largely absent 
from the Malaysian conversation. The local housing crisis is a 
condition where overwhelming demand and plentiful supply do 
not meet, indicating deplorable home ownership levels. During 
the pandemic, images of our public housing barricaded with barb 
wires simply exposed how far the system has failed the people 
and it is calling out for a re-think and re-examination of all its 
market economy, profit-driven delivery process and architectural 
design, at least for the public housing segment. Discussions on 
affordability centred on micro-sizing homes, reduction of qua- 
lity and quantities, compliance costs, rent-to-own models and 
other so called social enterprise schemes, achieve nothing but 
protect and camouflage the real impediments of the rights of the 
citizenry to decent housing. Billionaires and developers will not 
solve our housing problems. Having failed to build a just housing 
policy for decades, the powers to be should rightly be compelled 
to re-engage and re-engineer a workable, equitable solution to 
an increasingly underserved and neglected public. Construction 
and building activities cut across so many economic sectors and 
social layers that it becomes a unique opportunity to address 
capitalism and it's attendant social imbalances. Perhaps that is 
the biggest, most ambitious megaproject of all.
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As Europe recovers from the pandemic and makes a hopeful return to normality, Paris de-
clares its confidence with the unveiling of its latest pièce de résistance, the re-opening of 
the 150 year-old La Samaritaine. A celebration of magnificent grand historic architecture 
and daring contemporary innovation, La Samaritaine has been fifteen years in the making, 
requiring a mindblowing RM3.8 billion investment from its owners, the LVMH Group. With 
its triumphal return, the venerable department store once again takes its place amongst the 
constellation of iconic monuments in the French capital. Located in the 1st arrondissement, 
La Samaritaine, once featured in an Émile Zola novel, occupies a central location in the his-
toric heart of the City of Light. Bordering the Seine river and facing the Left Bank, the site 
has within its immediate orbit the Pont Neuf (oldest bridge in Paris), the Louvre museum, 
the former Les Halles site, Centre Pompidou at Beaubourg and completing the circle back 
at the Île de la Cité with the Notre Dame cathedral.

 The story of La Samaritaine began when French King Henri IV commissioned a pump 
house to be constructed at the second arch of the Pont Neuf bridge to supply water to 
the Louvre quarter. Completed in 1607, the structure was decorated with a statue of “la 
Samaritaine”, referencing the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s Well in St. John’s gospel. The 
pump house and its statue was dismantled in 1813 but the name remained for the area. In 
1870, Ernest Cognacq opened his first store on Rue du Pont-Neuf and named it La Samar-
itaine. Cognacq and wife Marie-Louise Jaÿ started acquiring the adjacent properties which 
today forms the block renamed La Samaritaine Pont Neuf. In 1910, architect Frantz Jourdain 
delivered a new building that would bring ‘art into the street’, in a light-filled, iron-framed 
building with a majestic Eiffel-like skylight structure, becoming one of the most important 
examples of Art Nouveau in Paris. This was followed by Henri Sauvage’s art deco exten-
sion in 1928 facing the Seine, which today houses the Cheval Blanc Paris hotel. In all its 
iterations, La Samaritaine embodies the spirit of the founding couple and their motto, in 
continual progress. 

 The LVMH Group appointed Pritzker Prize Japanese architects SANAA (Kazuyo  
Sejima and Ryue Nishizawa) to lead the extraordinarily complex refurbishment and reorgani-
sation project, which mobilised nearly 3,000 people from A-lister designers, conservators, 
specialists, skilled artisans, involving almost 300 companies. Closed in 2005 for safety 

6
reasons, the project’s new mixed-development programme in-
cludes the 20,000sqm department store, a 72 keys hotel, 15,000 
sqm office spaces, a nursery for 80 children, 96 units of public 
housing and the urban transformation of streets and sidewalks 
including a 5,000 sqm public square and bicycle only streets.

 The combined block was reconfigured and bookmarked 
with new buildings and interventions introduced by SANAA at 
both ends. At the hotel, a new courtyard patio was introduced, 
together with a domed umbrella skylight to bring light into the 
deep spaces, complementing the original skylight structure at 
the main building now refurbished and clad in electrochromic 
glass which tints according to ambient brightness. At the new 
Rue de Rivoli frontage, a wavy curved glass façade comprising 
343 screen-printed panels measuring 2.7 x 3.5 meters, weighing 
600 to 1250 kg and supported at 4 points only, lends a modern, 
contemporary and fluid expression to the new Samaritaine. 
Dubbed the ‘shower curtain’ by locals, the new rippling façade 
combines simplicity and precision detail with the panels' fritted 
Moiré effect and intriguing reflections.

 At its peak, 800 craftspersons (painters, sculptors, gild-
ers, ironworkers, etc) were on site working to bring the listed 
building back to its original splendour and decorative charms. 
Of particular impact and delight in the original department store 
building is the striking art nouveau façade with enamelled Volvic 
lava mosaic decorations (designed by the architects son, Francis 
Jourdain and graphic designer Eugène Grasset), the painstaking-
ly restored 3.5 meters high and 115 meters long iconic peacock 
frescoes under the glass roof, the grand staircase with 270 oak 
steps and intricate peacock motif wrought iron balustrades. 
With the grandeur of the conservation works reinstated and the 
introduction of the modern elements, La Samaritaine, which has 
existed through three centuries, becomes an encyclopaedic ka-
leidoscope of architecture and history, representing innovation, 
creativity, passion and romance.

 This story of La Samaritaine demonstrates to us an urgent 
need for a new focus and continual investment in Kuala Lumpur 
and other Malaysian cities, in what we can do to elevate our 
experience. Our urban assets, towns, historical buildings and 
precincts, landscapes, natural environments, etc are routinely 
ignored, executed incompetently or privatised for profit. All too 
often, our cities are left in the hands of disinterested authorities, 
scandalous arrangements and enthusiast elites with dubious 
intentions. It is time to seize the initiative and formulate new am-
bitions for our cities and for the future. Post-pandemic should see 
the launch of new ideas and new energies towards making our 
cities better. Make new plans, it is time to reclaim our cities.

 
Special thanks to LVMH and Daniel Jeffreys (Deluxewords) 
for images and materials

La Samaritaine, 1870

New and old facades of the La Samaritaine project

One of the landscaped patios by SANAA

Details of the conservation

The Grand Staircase 

Aerial view

Revitalised facades along Rue de la Monnaine
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While most architects will be pleased to receive a letter of ap-
preciation from their clients (to include in the office portfolio or 
hang on the wall), at best most will be delighted to have a plaque 
proudly installed outside their creation recognising their role 
in the building. Some do more and participate in the numerous 
awards available in the marketplace, even for buildings not yet 
commenced works! But the bar has now been lifted, raised be-
yond reasonable expectations. 

Here is Kazuyo Sejima, immortalised in a timber statue and 
displayed at the La Samaritaine as recognition of her contribu-
tions to the project.

The End of Bronze, Plaster and Marble.
Sejima in wood standing in her Parisian 
magnum opus: La Samaritaine, the 
most expensive department store 
in Paris.

— Nasrine Seraji

Kazuyo Sejima by Xavier Veilhan, 2021

im
ag

e 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f N
as

rin
e 

S
er

aj
i

CURRENTS

MONUMENT7



34 35

MADE TO MEASURE

Born in Singapore, educated in New York and now based in Kuala Lumpur, Omar Khan draws upon a rich tapestry from 
his multi-cultural background and experiences to create pieces that are unique to his label. With his approach towards 
making rugs as couture pieces, these bespoke works  have graced many splendid homes across the region, including 
international properties such as the Andaz Hotel in Singapore, MONO in Hong Kong, St Regis in the Maldives, MOIE 
Jakarta, House of Wang Beijing and Lane Crawford in Chengdu. In this special feature, AM speaks to Omar about his 

journey and how authenticity and simply being honest with design and style will be the way forward.

Interview by Lina Esa; Images from Omar Khan Rugs 

FEATURE
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The architect’s general task is to provide a warm and 
livable space. Carpets are warm and livable. He decides 
for this reason to spread out one carpet on the floor and 
to hang up four to form the four walls. But you cannot 
build a house out of carpets. Both the carpet on the floor 
and the tapestry on the wall require a structural frame to 
hold them in the correct place. To invent this frame is the 
architect’s second task.

Adolf Loos, 'The Principle of Cladding' (1898)

Graduating from the Parsons School of Design, your career 
started as visual merchandiser, then interior designer and now 
to rugs! Can you elaborate on that journey?

When you’re in college, there’s so much pressure of  
“I need to know what I need to do.” So, if you’re in medi-
cal school, it’s all planned out and structured. With art 
school, the foundation year is your structural year. That’s 
when they let you try everything and see what you’re 
good at. I knew I was always good at drawing and plac-
ing things together, so I majored in graphic design and 
animation, thinking that I was going to be the guy that 
was either a “Mad Man” [in advertising], or the guy that 
does Pixar. Those were the two goals. 

But when I left New York, an opportunity came up to 
work with my family in Jakarta; we were starting some-
thing from the ground up. So in a way, everything that I 
learned in college helped me prepare for something that 
was totally out of my scope, but it honed my ability to 
create and to problem-solve. That allowed me to pivot 
from one industry to another. It boiled down to creative 
problem-solving.

Did you always know that you were going to art school?
Well, I came from a generation where your dad says you 
can be one of four things – lawyer, doctor, engineer and 
the sorts, that’s all. But it was the beginning of the In-
ternet. Dial-up had just been invented the year I went to 
college. So, I told my dad that I was going to law school. 
I don’t think he found out until like two years later that 
it was art school [laughs]. It wasn’t like he could Google 
what it was. 

Did you always know that this is what you wanted to do? 
When I was graduating from high school, I knew it was 
either theatre school or art school, because those were 
the two things I was most passionate about. And I ap-
plied for both. I applied to Parsons and the Rhode Island 
School of Design, which to me were the top tier schools. 
And I got accepted to all of them. I was lucky because 
when I was in boarding school, I was mentored by the 
art and the drama teacher. They fostered that in me, they 
saw that I could draw and that I had an innate talent. The 
art was always there. 

Would you ever consider going back to animation and 
graphic design? 

The way I see it, my animation and graphic design skills 
are still being applied to the rug business. I look at design 
almost like a storyboard – the way one pattern flows to 
another – and to me that’s animated in itself. It’s the art of 
storytelling and certainly with graphic design (composi-
tions, placement of colour and so on), we use that to think 
of the right kind of negative space. 

What sort of exposure to design did you have growing up?
My grandparents were collectors of antiques, not just 
paintings, but more the very breakable sculptures. At 
the time, I didn’t realise it was ‘Art’ art, I just thought 
they were just beautiful things. So, I was always sur-
rounded by homes with good presentation and elegant 
things. It didn’t feel disconnected to me, like I could 
relate to it, and it has made it a lot easier for me to ap-
proach the way I look at art. It helps me appreciate it in 
my own genuine way. 

Who or what would you say were your earliest inspirations? 
If I really think back on it, I find I appreciate sketches 
and drawings and things like that. From an early age, it 
was Edward Gorey, an illustrator I was obsessed with, 
in terms of line work and sketch work. And my grand-
mother introduced me to what she liked, which was 
this fashion illustrator Erte, who did the Vogue covers, 
and just… the drama of one image!

How does a day in your life look like? 
It’s funny because now we’re busier than ever. We 
may be in lockdown, but for Omar Khan Rugs, we’re 
an international company so we’re dealing with clients 
in Hong Kong, New York and so on. We’re spending 
a lot of time to get very creative. New collections are 
coming out, we’re also rebranding. 

Everybody is being reflective, not just on our-
selves but also on work. There are of course times 
when I need to be like, “Nope, that’s enough, I need 
some boundaries, I need to switch off from work.” And 
the reason that I moved to this place is because the 
vista from my balcony is just nothing but trees. I can do 
my breathing exercises out there, I can sketch, draw 
or just do nothing. I have these little breakout spaces 
where it’s neutral enough that it won’t feel like work. 

Could you walk us through your design process?                            
There are two ways to look at the business. One is that 
you’re ordering something that’s already been made, 
and it’s a matter of going through the catalogue and 
then we’ll make to measure. Every home is different, 
so we’ll find out the measurements. Also, not every 
colour palette fits every house. The nice thing about it 
is that you can bespoke the rug to that level. 

On the other end, you can also start the design 
process from scratch. You want a design that nobody 
else has. Then we can start splashing out something 
from there. I look at it a lot like Christian Dior back in the 
day, like an atelier: you go there, sure there are some 
stuff that are available, but you always want something 
that’s a bit custom and made only for you, thought 
about for you — a bespoked luxury rug experience. 

When I’m in the creating zone, I become unapo- 
logetic. Nobody might get it but me but that doesn’t 
matter. That’s the purest form of creativity, or at least 
the most honest. That’s what it feels like. Genuine and 
honest.

What would you say about problem-solving the aesthetics of  
a home?

Sometimes, a rug would just fix it. It’s the one sweeping 
statement that will just either anchor your room together,  
or change that look, while at the same time adding warmth. 

I look at designs almost like a 
storyboard – I look at the way one 
pattern flows to another, and to me 
that’s animated in itself.

A rug in progress

A selection of images showcasing Omar Khan’s rugs in 
residences and commercial sites across Asia
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It’ll change a house to a home. That is really why I believe 
in it so much: it’s textural. 

Like in the morning, when you get out of bed. What 
do you want your feet to feel when you touch the floor? Is 
it cold marble, or is it something that’s welcoming, that’s 
warm and inviting? Those are all sensory touchpoints 
that aren’t just visual. 

What I love about architects, and what I find so fas-
cinating about them is that they have this amazing ability 
to understand and navigate space. Successful architects 
will bring you through this journey of room to room to room, 
from space to space to space. But sometimes I feel where 
it falls short is when the soft furnishings come in. To finish 
that picture. I’m not saying that you need to curtain eve- 
rything. It could be minimal as well, like a much-needed 
finishing touch. 

How did Omar Khan Rugs start out? 
It was such a guerrilla way of starting. Maison & Objet 
[an international decoration, design and lifestyle fair] was 
launching in Singapore. I had some rug samples made. I 
was all,“ I’ll preview this, and then I want to do candles 
and pillows, and I want to do Omar Khan Home, and it 
was going to be really big...” And at that fair, somebody 
came up to me and said “Omar, why don’t you just do one 
thing well?” It turns out that he was the Vice President of 
sales for Mohawk Industries, a Fortune 500 rug produc-
er. Through him, I was introduced to a network of strong 
contacts; it was a very targeted and insider look into the 
rug world. 

From there, we identified the different mills that we 
wanted to work with. What I like to do is if the project is 
in Bangkok, we’ll try to make the rug out of Bangkok. I’m a 
big believer of supporting our local craftsmen and if I can 
make the rug in Malaysia, I certainly will. It’s what I prefer. 

How long does it take for a piece to come to life? 
We’re known for texture and dimension, and our 3D or-
nateness. This took a good amount of training. When it 
comes to the production timelines, I’ll come up with the 
artwork, which will take about two weeks. The sampling 
process starts with the colour selection, the dyeing of 
it... this takes maybe three weeks or four, and then the 
sampling. We create a sample that’s like 45 x 45cm, and 
it will show all the colours that’s specified for the rug and 
also the different techniques. Then the clients sign-off 
and it takes about 8-12 weeks for full production. 

Right now, we have more enquiries than ever. I think 
we’re now in a place where our look has been established 
and there’s a lot of brand trust which I appreciate. I hear 
that people are stuck at home so much more so they’re 
going to start decorating, but I don’t know if that’s entirely  
true. I haven’t felt that that is the case. 

What would you say is the special touch that makes an 
Omar Khan rug different?

I always have the end user in mind. A lot of it is a personal 
process, especially with bespoke work. It’s something 
that’s going to be in somebody’s home and you have to 
know there’s an intimacy that happens when you get to 
know somebody and what they like and don’t like. You 
have to know the dynamics of the household too. Our 
rugs are well-made so chances are that they’re going to 
last for a while.

I’m seeing now this rug that I’ve sold to a gay couple 
in Singapore, which warms my heart so much because 
now they have a family and the kids are growing up, and 
in my mind it’s mind-blowing that this is the only rug 
they’ll know. This is the only rug they grew up with. For 
me now I can look back on it, which makes me feel good. 
There’s a certain kind of level of love and trust that we 
put inside a rug that comes across. 

Has the pandemic affected the way you work? 
We were actually built for the zombie apocalypse way 
before because we have so many mills that we work 
with across the world and so many of our clients are in-
ternational clients. There’s very little transitioning period 
or changes that we’ve had to make. What was most im-
portant to us was shutting the factories at the right time 
to make sure everyone was staying safe. That was our 
number one priority. 

Other than that, it depended on how badly Covid-19 
was in that region at that time so that would affect time-
lines. So, while one was shut down more than the other, 
another mill was working and up and running so we had 
time to work out the SOPs and keep everyone safe. When 
the mills have to close for a time, so be it.

What was your favourite or most memorable piece? 
One that stands out (we didn’t end up making it) which I 
learned a lot from, was this Buddhist tapestry that was to 
be commissioned but we couldn’t use any silk but they 
wanted the sheen. Because we couldn’t hurt any silkworms 
(in the process, silkworms die), that’s when we discovered 
bamboo silk as an alternative. And bamboo silk turns out to 
be hypoallergenic, it’s better for the environment, it takes 

An Omar Khan rug alongside other curated design items at House of Wang, Beijing

Omar Khan sees his business as ‘home couture’

FEATURE DESIGN NATION

the dye process better. That stood out for me because I’m 
appreciative of that learning experience. 

Right now, I’m in the process of making the most or-
nate rug I’ve ever made, for myself! Because I’ve always 
had to deal with what client’s want, or someone else’s 
look and feel, to this day, I haven’t designed anything for 
myself. And I’m particularly excited because it was full 
steam ahead, anything I wanted to do, ornate as I wanted 
to go and there were no restrictions for me on this rug. 
When I started out the design for this rug, it was for my 
[late] grandmother – every season I will do something for 
my grandmother – and I think she and my grandfather 
particularly would have really loved this one. I hope this 
will be special. 

What are your favourite materials to work with?
All expensive materials! [chuckles] I always get in so 
much trouble, because no matter, whether it’s interior 
design or with the rugs, the first thing I touch is always 
the most expensive. 

How much does architecture or interior design factor in when 
you create an Omar Khan rug?

A lot, so much is involved. You have to know the scale of 
everything, how it’s going to be in the room, how much 
light comes in... I never want the rug to compete with the 

space, rather to complement it. I don’t like when things 
are fighting [gestures with hands]. It just has to read as a 
beautiful palette, as one story. Cinematic. 

In terms of design style, I say the more ornate the 
better. And while I still very much love that, even with what 
I consider modern designs, they are still complex. I guess 
it’s the complexity and the unexpectedness. Whether it’s 
a loud rug or a subtle rug, it has to be a statement. As a 
company, we’re always thinking ‘home couture’. 

Where do you see the design world going?
While we’re all spending much more time with ourselves, 
a lot more truth comes out with what you like and don’t 
like. I think people will be surer of themselves when mak-
ing decisions because you’re going to be spending a lot 
of time in that space. You will be less trend-focused be-
cause that will date really fast. 

I think we have always avoided trends to begin with 
because you want something that will look great and chic 
five to ten years from now. In terms of design, things are 
going to slowly evolve into something less trend-driven, 
more authentic.

I look at [the rug business] a lot like Christian Dior back in the day, 
like an atelier: sure there are some stuff that are available, but you 
always want something that’s a bit custom and made for you. 
We look at it like that — a bespoked luxury rug experience.
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"ALWAYS HAVE 
A SPARE BATTERY"

As the world continues to race into a conflation of technology and culture, a younger generation of graduates are finding 
their own footing in their identity as architects. Acacia Mardiana Daud, a masters graduate of architecture, speaks to 

AM about how she experiences architecture beyond traditional practice. 

FEATURE

 by Acacia Mardiana Daud
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I grew up within the parameters of the industry. Having a moth-
er who was an architect, her office was my second home. At 
a young age I was already aware of various parts and tools of 
the practice. Scale rulers, tracing papers, pencils with their ex-
act lead weights – these were toys in my childhood. It was all 
so visual, so tactile. Having the ability to turn the ideas in your 
head into something tangible was a superpower. From there, it 
was natural that my interest in the field grew, and that it was my 
choice of study during my university years. 

From the outside, architecture is a very romanticised en-
deavour. We’ve got to thank the numerous television shows that 
portray only the glamorous, suave designers, with their sleek, 
modern homes and seemingly endless leisure time to pursue 
their love lives! The truth is, as all of us know, it takes a lot of 
hard work. We’ve all been there. When it’s 2am in the studio, 
sitting under a white fluorescent light, surrounded by various 
model making debris. You spend hours with your eyes glued to 
the screen, counting millimetres. It’s the opposite of glamour! 

However, to be fair, there is a bit of romance in it. You end 
up giving your soul to produce something so personal, and at 
the end of the day, this passion is what carries you through. You 
have to have a lot of heart, I think, to practice. Architecture as a 
discipline is ever-evolving and is responsive to societal needs, 
so the art and science of it will always be relevant. Out there in 

the world, a lone man is building a hut for his family, and a giant 
firm is planning an urban development. They are both shaping 
their communities. The industry, however, is affected by bu-
reaucracy, and the limitations of mismanagement, politics and 
capitalism. In some countries more than others. To stay through 
the thick of these latter effects, you’ll need a bit of a heart. 

TURNING TO TRAVEL

I once saw the home of a scrawny boy in Delhi, which was a dirty 
pavement crack next to a reeking alley. Years later I was invited 
to a stately bungalow overlooking Sydney Harbor, surrounded 
by a lush garden filled with blooming hibiscus. Then a weeklong 
holiday was spent in Bali’s wooden pavilions, gazing at paddy 
fields and an azure sea. I couldn’t help feeling anchored to my 
terrace house upon returning home to Selangor. Everything 
within its interior and exterior compounds was an integral part 
of my life. It was a realisation that formed the basis of my explo-
rations within, and beyond, architecture.

Buildings, beyond their primary functions as containers 
and shelters, are reflections of a state of being. On a micro level 
they become canvases to portray personal identities, with walls 
plastered with band posters, or chrome furniture for streamlined 

FEATURE

There is a profound sense of connection 
that happens when you experience 
a space or a structure that is 
designed purposefully. 

PEOPLE IN ARCHITECTURE
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pads. At a more extensive stage they become icons and symbols 
– a queen’s palace, a record-breaking skyscraper, or the site of 
religious significance. They respond to climate and geography, 
stand to mark history and culture, perform to increase economy 
and utilise environments. I grew fascinated with the ideas that 
injected spaces with narratives and expression, and the process 
of their materialisation. 

During my studies, the site visits were host to my first for-
ays in understanding the diversity of our physical environment. 
It became an obsession of mine to experience as many of these 
foreign locations. The visions of master builders, from Gaudi to 
Niemeyer, from Foster to Gehry, awed me with their courage 
and style. There is a profound sense of connection that happens 
when you experience a space or a structure that is designed 
purposefully. Having been exposed to them, you come to real-
ise how the limitations of your identity and the way you live, is 
merely a mindset. 

Travel became a primary vehicle in how I viewed and 
translated the world. Earlier on, it was mostly via sketches, the 
camera was a secondary tool to the pen. But as my itineraries 
grew more ambitious, photography became essential to these 
explorations. It was a newfound joy, the ability to capture what 
the body felt in a certain place. With one single visual, I was 
able to transport the viewer into an entirely different situation. 
To receive reactions from those looking at my photos, of how a 
location inspired, intrigued or moved them in any infinitesimal 
way was so satisfying. Photography allows you to let people in 
on the journey with you. It turned into the bridge between my 
love for architecture, travel and sharing these with an audience. 

To receive reactions from those looking 
at my photos, of how a location inspired, 
intrigued or moved them in any infinitesimal 
way was so satisfying. 

PEOPLE IN ARCHITECTURE
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GROWING INTO PRACTICE
 

Whenever people ask me if I had any formal training in photog-
raphy, I tell them I was trained in architecture. They are both 
very visual fields. Each element has to be considered before it’s 
applied. The core of design is about functionality and translating 
that into form. Going through the process of studying taught me 
to develop that ‘eye’ for composing, framing, and appreciating 
light and space. You observe and recognise patterns, scale, sym-
metry and repetition, among other movements. In the beginning, 
I travelled to visit architectural sites for case studies. I started 
with photographing buildings and structures. My subject matter 
has since evolved to include portraits, landscapes, international 
refugee works, and so much more. But the core of my approach 
towards photography remains the same as in design. You have 
to have a focus, purpose and a harmony to your imagery. 

Always have a spare battery. Preparation is key. For certain 
subjects, you are at the mercy of the weather conditions, the 
chaos of the event, or just the displacement of being in a foreign 
country. Mentally, you have to be prepared for the possibility of 
things not going your way at any moment. It’s a bit like a samu-
rai’s mindset, to always be vigilant. But also, to make peace with 
the result when you don’t get what you set out to do. We’re all 
so drilled to be result driven. Sometimes, nature just tells you to 
chill out and let it go – there’s always the next thing that’s meant 
for you. 

In this sense, in my own way, I am still very much practicing 
architecture. There isn’t a moment during a shoot where I’m not 
applying these principles into my work. Then, when I’m at some 
exotic location, the urge to examine the site’s design has never 
wavered. In fact, I pay more attention to when I have to photo-
graph them. It’s wonderful to see how a subject that covers such 
a broad scope allows its student to engage in its many branches. 
So many of my peers are out there pushing the boundaries of 
the practice. They’re applying their academic knowledge and 
skills and undertaking cinematography, sculpting, fine arts, 3D 
modelling, virtual mapping, theatre and more! Architecture be-
comes a launching pad to examine our identities, and reflecting 
that back onto society. 

With technology dissolving cultural barriers and opening 
up so many avenues of knowledge sharing, it makes sense for 
artists to venture into more varying mediums. Art and innova-
tion doesn’t exist in a vacuum. They are often a reflection, or an 
amalgamation of multiple influences. At this moment, photog-
raphy is my medium of choice, and travel is the subject matter. 
In a couple of years this could evolve entirely as I develop and 
discover new things. There are no limitations to discovery and 
expression. What anchors you to substance is your purpose, 
dedication, and passion. And heart.

FEATURE PEOPLE IN ARCHITECTUREPEOPLE IN ARCHITECTURE

The writer, while not formally trained in photography, 
uses it  as a bridge for her love for architecture and travel.



48 49

RUMAHLUKIS 
A Place For Process

Mohamad Pital Maarof is one of the partners at Arkitek Pital/Sow & Allan Sdn Bhd. Pital’s collection of art from Malaysia 
and around Southeast Asia is a result of many ‘findings’ on a personal journey. In 2016, he designed and established 
rumahlukis, a non-profit multidisciplinary arts space focusing on processes of making. RogueArt spoke to him about art 

and architecture, his recent exhibition Karyakata, the vision behind RumahLukis and his thoughts 
on the malaysian art scene.

FEATURE

A Conversation with Mohamad Pital Maarof 
by Beverly Yong and Rachel Ng, RogueArt
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Are there overarching impulses and interests that shape your 
collection?

‘Finding’ art is not a linear task for me (as in view–choose–
buy). It’s organic, accidental, and unpredictable and 
definitely not impulsive and reactive, as my funds are 
limited. Most findings are personal but there are some 
are based on technical merit and the adab* of supporting.

How do you relate your architectural practice to your interest  
in art? 

Most of my extra income from my practice and part-time 
teaching I channel to my art findings and RumahLukis. So 
in short, architecture funds my interests in art.

The fundamentals of architecture (geometry, three- 
dimensional qualities, composition, notions of void, 
space, figure and ground) do influence my selections, but 
not always. I would love to have more sculptures if my 
funds permit, not to mention the space to house them. 
Even an architect can lose in the battle for space! 

In my professional capacity, I always advise my  
clients to consider art as one of the ‘other users’ of their 
spaces, alongside pets, plants, vehicles etc.

How do you see the relationships between architecture and art 
more generally?

I agree with Jean Nouvel when he says architecture is 
art – it affects the feelings and impacts the senses! Hav-
ing to keep enclosed in a protected space, you do need 
to be surrounded by visual and sensorial elements of 
comfort and pleasure, so the pandemic has reinforced 
the importance of art and architecture in a somewhat 
undemocratic way.

If we’ve learnt one lesson from the pandemic, it’s 
that nothing works in isolation. The adab of depending on 
each other disregarding hierarchy, gender and bureau-
cracy is being tested to the maximum. Collaborations 
between architecture and art are all the more crucial now 
due to limited resources, enviro-sensitivities and the  
issue of sustainability.

When did and what motivated you to start collecting artwork?
I never think of what I do as a formal act of collecting.
My very first introduction to a formal art collection was 
in 1987 at the Kimbell Art Museum in Fort Worth, Texas, 
designed by Louis Kahn, near the University of Texas at 
Arlington where I was studying architecture. Its perma-
nent collections of European masterpieces, and ancient 
arts from Africa and Asia, seemed foreign and “heavy” to 
me though I could relate them with my art history class-
es, and I was more into what I would learn later is termed 
the “curatorial” elements of the museum – how artworks 
were placed, the lighting, labelling, graphics, colour of 
the walls, this attention to the process of moving through 
and enjoying the space and its contents. 

What was your first art acquisition? 
I made my first artwork in fact! Out of curiosity, I did a mi-
nor in fine art while studying architecture. With the little 
money I had as a student, saved from working part-time, 
I bought clay and glazes to make ceramic sculptures.  
I made five sculpted faces and titled them after the five 
famous Malay warriors from the Malaccan Kingdom 
(Hang Lekiu, Hang Lekir, etc), which were bought by my 
architecture professor. I even had a solo exhibition at the 
university gallery. So you could say my first acquisition 
was a bag of red clay.

FEATURE

Noor Mahnun Mohamed, 
Pital M, 2004, 
oil on linen, 43 x 43 cm, 
image courtesy of the artist

Signboard at Layang-Layang Railway Station, Johor, image courtesy of 
Mahen Bala/Keretapi Kita. Way back then, when I was small, I was brought 
up in Layang-Layang, an estate town where there were a lot of oil palm 
plantations… Landscape as identity, landscape as memory.

— Mohamad Pital Maarof

Approaching RumahLukis. Photography: Lin Ho

Ahmad Shukri Mohamed, Untitled, early 2000s, 30 x 30 cm. This is Ahmad 
Shukri’s first cut-up canvas. This for me is A is for apple, B is for boy – ‘study hard, 
be a top student and then you’ll be sent overseas on a government scholarship’. 
True enough, at eighteen, I was sent to America to study architecture. 

— Mohamad Pital Maarof

* Adab describes Islamic moral comportment. Al Qushayri, an Arab-Muslim theologian 
known for his works on Sufism defines adab as an accumulation of good qualities. For 
me, adab, or “the proper way to go about something”, should be practiced not only as 
protocol but in all aspects of life, as a path to knowledge. 

 — Mohamad Pital Maarof

ART & ARCHITECTS 

Photo on previous page:
RumahLukis at 11, Jalan AU5D/4, Lembah Keramat, Kuala Lumpur. 
Design: Arkitek Pital; Photography: Lin Ho
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How did you get more involved with the art scene in Malaysia?
My involvement has been very organic. It started as an 
escape from my highly demanding profession. While do-
ing my MArch at Pratt in New York, I remember spending 
a lot of time at MoMA, the Frick Collection, the Whitney, 
and the Storefront Gallery in Soho, and sketching the 
interior shots of the gallery spaces and the facade of 
the buildings while eating halal hotdogs on the street. 
Spaces for art really offered some spatial understanding 
during my novice years, and motivated me further. Later, 
in 2010, I would come to help design Segaris Art Centre 
at Publika and I designed my own gallery when I was al-
most 50 years old.

You recently held an exhibition of your personal collection, 
Karyakata, at RumahLukis. Could you tell us how you came to 
put together the selection of works and your curatorial ap-
proach? 

With the anticipated prolongation of MCO, I thought to 
plan something that I could handle myself, without in-
volving an outside artist and team, and it seemed a good 
time to showcase my small collection.

Karyakata started as a personal promise. I was not 
well and challenged very badly in the middle of 2017 till 
late 2018, and I promised to share my lessons from that 
experience if I made it through. I believe processes and 
narratives in art (alongside spiritual and other person-
al efforts) are capable of healing and rebuilding hopes  
and strength. 

I extracted important fortunate moments in my life, 
most of them involving interests and self-building related 
to art and architecture, which continue to mould me and 
my ways of seeing the world. The 50 works chosen di-
rectly and indirectly visualise and narrate those moments. 

The show was presented on three tables, to be 
read like an oversized book. The act of reading is more 
intimate than looking at something on a wall. It creates a 
certain humble adab as your eyes look down toward the 
visuals and text. 

As the title infers, Karyakata also included words. 
Inscribed alongside almost all 50 works were comments 
from the makers of the works and/or visitors to the show. 
I wanted to create a tripartite dialogue, so everyone could 
“own” that connection with the works. I purposely didn’t 
inscribe my own story, instead sharing this in person with 
those who came. 

As a rather private and quiet person, I had to be 
brave enough to be open and transparent about my life 
journey to fulfill the adab of my promise. I do hope viewers 
learned something from the offering.

How did you come to establish RumahLukis? 
It was not originally intended as a gallery. I had bought 
the house for my parents and my aunt so they could live 
near me rather than in Johor. But due to work commit-
ments, renovations were delayed. Then my dad and my 
aunt suddenly passed away within a few months of each 
other and left my mum alone. It took me by surprise and 
I was so sad. I quickly completed the renovations for 
my mum, but ultimately she preferred to remain near 
her friends, coming to stay only during school holidays 
with my sisters and their kids.  The house was basically 
empty for nine to ten months a year, so I spent some time 
“soul-searching” as to what to do with the space.

RumahLukis is not your typical “collector’s museum” or gallery. 
What is the vision, and how do you see its role within the larger 
art scene?

The painting Father and Son by Jumaldi Alfi holds a hid-
den story about the birth of RumahLukis.

My dad left some money for me and I wanted to 
freeze and record that token with an art piece. After al-
most two years of searching, I found Father and Son at a 
show at CULT Gallery. In Karyakata, Alfi tells us it is about 
a beginning of a relationship/bonding with his father af-
ter the passing of his mother.

Among the things I learnt after my dad’s passing 
was not to undermine a promise – don’t delay and find 
excuses in fulfilling it. Looking at it defensively and posi-
tively, dad probably prefers for me to share the house not 
only with him and my mum but with a larger audience. 
‘He’ is greater and the best planner.

In memory of my dad, I dedicated RumahLukis as a 
non-profit gallery space focusing on the process of mak-
ing in art and other creative fields. I think of RumahLukis 
as filling a gap between the commercial galleries and the 
bigger art institutions in KL. 

I have always been fascinated with the adab/ 
manner of doing things and sharing ilmu (knowledge), all 
that happens ‘behind the veil’ — the techniques, the gene- 
rating of concepts, ideas and narratives, the trials and 
errors, the mock-ups and samples. This probably comes 
from growing up visiting my late dad in the oil palm pro-
cessing factories and ‘playing’ with mum in the oil palm’s 
nurseries and fields, watching the process from seed to 
those huge storage tanks of oil. 

Process can be interpreted in many ways. Rumah-
Lukis officially opened in mid 2016 with Carta, an archive 
of Jalaini Abu Hassan’s sketches and drawings in my 
safekeeping, from his art student days until right before 
he began to be recognised for his unique imageries of  
‘Malaysiana’ and his trademark explorative bitumen mark-
ings. We’ve also looked at the making of slow-journalism 
through Musotrees, where stories of places and peoples 
are transplanted into a carefully curated and designed 
niche bimonthly zine. Jari Berlari by Paul Nickson Atia 
included in-situ sketches of urbanscapes in Chinese ink  
using wood twigs as a tool to read sites and their contexts. 
Our maiden non-local show, Painting Archives explored 
making narrative and content in Singaporean painter  
Hilmi Johandi’s practice, curated by Syed Muhd Hafiz.

Through investigating the technical or philosophical 
aspects behind the act of making, we bring the artists/
content providers closer to the viewers, highlighting both 
the successes and hiccups in producing creative work. I 
think it is crucial to emphasise efforts over final outputs 
so that young, emerging and future creative minds can 
better grasp working methods and timelines.

Exhibition views, Karyakata. Photography: Kenta Chai

Jumaldi Alfi, Father and Son, 2018, acrylic in canvas, 40 x 30 cm. 
Image Courtesy CULT Gallery.

Jalaini Abu Hassan, Injured Mountain, 2019 at 
Karyakata. Photography: RogueArt

FEATURE ART & ARCHITECTS 

Karyakata was presented on tables, meant to be read like an oversized book. Photography: Kenta Chai
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I’m sure through your involvement in the scene, and through  
RumahLukis, you meet people new to or interested in collecting 
art who want to learn from your experience. What kind of advice 
do you offer them?

We can use reading books as an analogy. You start with 
selecting your favourite genres — say, poetry which is mini-
mal in words but powerful in detail, comics/manga which 
are full of adventure, classic novels which are serious, 
deep and nostalgic. One uses art to stimulate, to lift one’s 
mood or to seek solace – see what suits or benefits you. 

I advise to get to know the artists/content provid-
ers and their narratives and processes. They may reflect 
on yourself at a personal level – after all, collecting art is 
an extension of yourself, directly or in a very subtle way. 
Most artists and creative people prefer to remain am-
biguous, inviting visual interpretation, but that does not 
mean “things hidden in their minds” are less meaningful.

On a pragmatic and ‘serviceable’ level, I advise on 
concerns like where to display or store works, security 
issues, lighting, maintenance, framing, safekeeping. One 
thing I realise, no matter how excited you are about the 
artworks, over time you do tend to forget things, so cata- 
loguing and recording are instrumental at the start of 
your interest.

What are your thoughts on the local scene, and what would you 
hope to see more or less of as it evolves? 

 As the world reassesses the impact from the pande- 
mic, it is convenient to conclude that it has set back all 
economic and social ventures including the arts. But in 
retrospect, have we done enough prior to the pandemic 
to push the arts sector, to encourage and celebrate the 
cause of art, whether on the official level of biennales, art 
awards, or at the corporate and community level? On the 
positive side, I’m glad that some initiatives were mooted 
by the government (for example, via CENDANA) to offer 
assistance to art workers struggling with loss of income 
and avenues to promote their creativity – hopefully this 
will continue on a regular basis, not just as a one-off.

That one big and prestigious GLC gallery has sur-
rendered to the pandemic infers that the KL art scene is 
still very immature and not resilient. This is not healthy 
when we expect bigger players to spur and grow the 
local art scene. It is very un-motivational to smaller initia-
tives like RumahLukis, sets a poor example to other GLCs 
and sends negative signals to the many talents graduat-
ing from local art schools every year. 

But I am so glad that all my friends (artists, gallerists, 
collectors and art practitioners) are showing much more 
positivity in their respective capacities. Many solo exhibi-
tions by local artists have sold out thanks to art patrons. 
Some galleries are still conducting physical and virtual 
shows. And there have been independent efforts to dis-
cuss the effects on art from the pandemic.

I hope things will pick up towards the end of the 
year and I can gather consistent funds for further exciting 
offerings for RumahLukis. I hope to collaborate at least 
once a year with art initiatives outside our country to 
learn from neighbouring art practitioners dealing with 
different contexts and cultures, so that local artists and 
audiences here will gain knowledge and get to know the 
region better, at least through the arts. Insyaallah.

FEATURE

Can you describe some of RumahLukis’ programming and 
activities? Any particular projects you would like to share about 
in greater detail?

We try to rotate the cycle of shows to cover fine art, 
architecture, graphic design. The latest installment Bah-
Kolektion begins a series on heritage/culture.

Even though most of the shows are curated for 
better flow and impact, with a team including curator/
writer, graphic designer and installation builder, the actual 
contents of a show are often in raw and original form. 
For example, for Painting Archives, Hilmi transformed 
and re-enacted his studio wall with a ‘mind map’ of his 
sketches, old photographs, newspaper cuttings, mock-
ups and time-lapse videos, narrating how his mind works 
to deliver the concept to some of his exhibitions.  

We try to engage the community via programmes 
which are more intimate and engaging, in a less formal set-
ting. Besides regular artist or designer talks/tours, we have 
conversations and book readings. We’ve had one drawing 
workshop with primary and secondary school students, 
and many talks with art and design college students. 

I have slowly started sharing the space with art 
practitioners, with similar process-based narratives. The 
first was Bahkolektion, showcasing master woodcarver 
Adiguru Muhaimin Hasbollah and his journey salvaging his 
craft works after his studio was hit by a big flood in 2014. 
The work of salvaging and reinterpreting the pieces, with 
help from a young designer and team, suggested that the 
creative process does not necessarily stop with the final 
output. It was a great learning show for RumahLukis.

Next, the painter Noor Mahnun Mohamed will use the 
space for an upcoming project supported by CENDANA.

Who are the visitors to RumahLukis?
Most visitors to RumahLukis are millennials and from Gen 
Z who follow RumahLukis via social media, especially In-
stagram (and their own TikToks), and their friends. Because 
of  RumahLukis’ range, the background and interests of 
visitors is also very diverse. Most are emerging art prac-
tioners, art and design students. 

Since I am not in that age bracket, other regulars  
include older professionals – my friends and acquain-
tances from the art, architecture and design circles. 

Painting Archives at RumahLukis, Photos: Paul Nickson Atia

Thăo Nguyên Phan: Voyages De Rhodes (2018), published by NTU Centre 
for Contemporary Art Singapore, Courtesy NTU Centre for Contemporary 
Art Singapore

Noor Mahnun Mohamed, Cactus & Marble, 2012, Oil on linen, 33 x 22.5 cm. 
Image courtesy of the artist. I call the cactus a confused tree —Mohamad Pital Maarof
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DEMYSTIFYING 
THE FOUNDER 

OF KUALA LUMPUR

FEATURE PROJECTS CITY

by Dr. Ranjit Singh Malhi

In recent years, there has been new claims on the identity of the founder of Kuala Lumpur, responded with counterclaims 
of historical revisionism and nationalistic agendas. What are the real facts, and what does it even mean? In this issue, 
historian Dr. Ranjit Singh Malhi outlines the contextual background and lays the groundwork for the proper assessment 

and process towards determining the rightful owner to the title.
Yap Ah Loy's Market 
Source: D.J.M. Tate and Major David Ng (Rtd.) 



Currently, there are three competing narratives regarding the 
founder of Kuala Lumpur, the capital city of Malaysia. According 
to the first and widely popular narrative, Yap Ah Loy is the founder 
of Kuala Lumpur, whereas the ‘Mandailing narrative’ proposed 
by Abdur-Razzaq Lubis and endorsed by the late Emeritus  
Professor Tan Sri Dr. Khoo Kay Kim is of the view that it is Sutan 
Puasa, a Mandailing nobleman, who is the real founder. The third 
narrative, often termed as the ‘ethno-nationalist narrative’ or 
‘government-sanctioned history’, claims that Raja Abdullah bin 
Raja Jaafar is the founder of Kuala Lumpur, by virtue of him having 
opened up tin mines in Ampang. 

Adopting the ‘ethno-nationalist narrative’, Kuala Lumpur’s 
current official tourism website states that Kuala Lumpur was 
founded in 1857 by Raja Abdullah, the district chief of Klang. It 
claims that he came to Ampang together with 87 Chinese work-
ers in search of tin ore. They “found tin near Ampang” and “that 
moment marked the beginning of KL’s development.” Addition-
ally, in the current Form 3 school history textbook (page 61), 
Raja Abdullah is listed first as being among four individuals who 
developed Kuala Lumpur (before Sutan Puasa, Abdullah Hukum 
and Yap Ah Loy). 

Furthermore, Associate Professor Dr. Zulkanain Abdul Rah-
man of the University of Malaya’s History Department makes an 
outlandish claim in a 2012 publication by the National Archives of 
Malaysia that Kuala Lumpur originated and developed as a Malay 
settlement before the arrival of the British.

This article seeks to enlighten readers about the true 
founder of Kuala Lumpur based upon credible historical facts. To 
do so, one first needs to define clearly the term ‘founder’. This 
word carries two meanings in historical scholarship. First, it refers 
to the ‘originator’ or ‘establisher’ of an organisation or settlement, 
or as Sharon A. Carstens describes it aptly, “the first important 
person on the scene”. The second meaning of the term ‘founder’ 
is the ‘builder’ or ‘prime mover’ or in the words of Carstens, “the 
person who expended the most effort in early years to build and 
develop the city”. 

Now, let’s look at the historical facts. In 1857, Raja Abdullah 
sent a party of 87 Chinese miners to open up tin mines at Am-
pang, in the interior of Selangor. Within a month of their arrival, 
69 of them had died primarily due to malaria. Subsequently, 
more Chinese miners were sent and tin mining in Ampang 
flourished with tin first exported in 1859. However, it should 
be noted that there is no historical evidence to prove that Raja  
Abdullah had accompanied these Chinese tin miners to Ampang. 
According to J. M. Gullick, a leading authority on the history of 
Kuala Lumpur, the Chinese tin miners during the first trip were 
accompanied by a “Malay agent of the district chief of Klang”. 
Similarly, a 1959 publication by the Kuala Lumpur Municipal 
Council makes no mention of Raja Abdullah having accompanied 
the Chinese tin miners. 

Thus, the narrative that Raja Abdullah is the founder of 
Kuala Lumpur is unsupported by historical facts.

Next, let’s explore the origin of Kuala Lumpur. In 1859, at 
the behest of Sutan Puasa who bought trade supplies from them, 
Hiu Siew and his business partner, Ah Sze left Lukut (currently a 
suburb of Port Dickson, Negeri Sembilan) and settled at a place 
near the confluence of the Klang and Gombak rivers (around for-
merly Old Market Square and now Medan Pasar). They cleared 
the jungle, built a few huts, and established a trading post selling 
provisions to the mines inland. 

This settlement gradually grew into a market town where 
tin was traded and transported to Klang for the international 
market. Hiu Siew, with the assistance of Sutan Puasa, obtained 
recognition as the first Kapitan Cina or Chinese headman of Kua-
la Lumpur from Raja Abdullah. As stated by S. M. Middlebrook, 
a British civil servant, this settlement became known as Kuala 
Lumpur. Indeed, Gullick asserts that this trading post marks “the 
origin of Kuala Lumpur itself”. Interestingly, the Kuala Lumpur 
Municipal Council celebrated the town’s (now city) 100th anni-
versary in June 1959, which was even reported in The New York 
Times: “MALAYA CAPITAL HAILS 100TH YEAR; Kuala Lumpur Is 
Celebrating Its Founding as Village to Serve Tin Mines.”

Furthermore and importantly, Frank Swettenham (British 
colonial administrator who became the Resident of Selangor in 
1882) tells us that Kuala Lumpur in 1872 was a “purely Chinese vil-
lage, consisting of two rows of adobe-built dwellings, thatched 
with palm leaves.” The American zoologist, William Hornaday, 
who visited Kuala Lumpur in 1878 wrote that the “principal streets 

are lined with Chinese shops”. According to Gullick again, Kuala 
Lumpur town in 1880 had about 220 houses of which 70 were in 
the Malay Quarter. For the record, 79% of Kuala Lumpur’s popu-
lation in 1891 was Chinese. 

With regard to Yap Ah Loy, he became the third Kapitan 
Cina of Kuala Lumpur after the death of Liu Ngim Kong, the 
second Kapitan Cina of Kuala Lumpur in 1868. Yap Ah Loy was 
subsequently officially installed by Raja Mahdi (the new Malay 
district chief of Klang) and given a seal of office and the Malay 
title, “Seri Indra Perkasa Wijaya Bakti” by Sultan Abdul Samad 
of Selangor. 

Yap Ah Loy was primarily responsible for rebuilding Kuala 
Lumpur after it was largely destroyed during the Selangor Civil 
War (1866−1873). He persuaded the Chinese to start their busi-
ness again from scratch; virtually kept Kuala Lumpur free of 
crime; built cart-roads to the mines in the vicinity; and imported 
over 4,000 Chinese labourers to work in his mines and other 
enterprises. He also assisted greatly in rebuilding Kuala Lumpur 
after it was first destroyed by fire in January, and later by flood in 
December of 1881. According to Swettenham, it was Yap Ah Loy’s 
“perseverance alone” that “has kept the Chinese in the country”.

Hence, history bears ample testimony that Yap Ah Loy 
was undoubtedly the “Builder of Kuala Lumpur”. In the words 
of Gullick, “Down to 1879, Yap Ah Loy was Mr. Kuala Lumpur.” 
He adds further that Yap Ah Loy raised Kuala Lumpur “from an 
obscure mining village to become the most important town in 
the Malay Peninsula.” Similarly, a renowned textbook writer of 
the 1960s, J. Kennedy, states that Yap Ah Loy has done “more 
than anyone to establish the little township destined to become 
Malaya’s capital.”

Pertaining to Sutan Puasa, he was neither an ‘originator’ nor 
a ‘prime mover’ in the origins and development of Kuala Lumpur. 
Sutan Puasa lived near the tin mining settlement of Ampang 
whereas Kuala Lumpur grew from the original trading post es-
tablished by Hiu Siew and his business partner, Ah Sze — a fact 
clearly ascertained by both Middlebrook and Gullick. In terms of 
developing Kuala Lumpur, Sutan Puasa (a tin trader and merchant) 
pales in comparison with Yap Ah Loy who in the words of Gullick 
was a “leader in war, an administrator and a mining magnate”.

Hence, while Sutan Puasa was a prominent and influential 
Mandailing leader based in Ampang, he was not the prime mover 
behind the core city’s founding and subsequent development, 
particularly when compared to the enormous leadership and 
legacy left behind by his contemporary, Yap Ah Loy.  

To conclude, if the term ‘founder’ refers to “the originator of 
a settlement”, the founder of Kuala Lumpur is arguably Hiu Siew. 
If the term ‘founder’ refers to “the early builder of a settlement”, 
then the founder of Kuala Lumpur is undoubtedly Yap Ah Loy. 

In contrast, the ‘Mandailing narrative’ falls short as Sutan 
Puasa resided close to the Ampang tin mining area which then 
formed the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur, which originated from a 
Chinese settlement at the confluence of the Klang and Gombak 
rivers. Similarly, the “ethno-nationalist narrative” has insufficient 
merit as there is no evidence of Raja Abdullah having accompa-
nied the 87 Chinese tin miners to Ampang, which in any case, is 
not the original site of modern Kuala Lumpur. 

I rest my case.

5958 FEATURE PROJECTS CITY

Yap Ah Loy

Panoramic view of Kuala Lumpur, circa 1900
Source: GR Lambert and Co.

Kuala Lumpur, circa 1884. Source: GR Lambert and Co.
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LOOKING 
AT BUILDINGS 

Do architects ‘own’ architecture? Are the designs of buildings and their perceived worths beyond criticism of others 
outside the profession? Lawyer Caleb Goh believes everyone can and should be a critic. While there will never be 
one fail-proof standard, here Caleb delves into reasonings that involve moving parts such as benchmarks of ‘beauty’, 

potential personal stances and biases, as well as ever-transitioning architectural styles.

FEATURE

by Caleb Goh
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When I was a child, my family had a shophouse at No. 19, Jalan 
Sayang in Muar where we fashioned household items out of tin. 
Jalan Sayang translates to Love Street – and what’s there not to 
love? There were at least six distinct architectural styles on our 
street: at the fore, facing the river, were Neoclassical shops, in-
cluding an ornate corner structure with lashes of wedding-cake 
plaster that once housed the Oversea-Chinese Banking Corpo-
ration’s Muar office; after the heavy curves of the baroque Kiang 
Nam Coffeeshop, the street became an Art Deco explosion of 
Shanghai plaster and parallel lines (during the war, the centre part 
of the row was hit by bombs and my grandfather was contracted 
to rebuild the destroyed shops; as a reward he was given No. 19 
to live in rent-free for a decade); across the street from No. 19 was 
a row of lofty 3-storey townhouses built in the Straits Eclectic 
style befitting a Malacca towkay, one of these housed the hum-
ble beginnings of the Yong Sheng Confectionery franchise; at the 
far end of the street was an Early Modern amphitheatre-style 
stadium of the Chung Hwa School; the Chung Hwa School was 
itself a low squat building with fat Palladian columns like the legs 
of a footballer and a pyramidical gable roof, paid for and built ac-
cording to the designs of none other than Tan Kah Kee of Xiamen 
University fame (his son-in-law started a rubber smokehouse 
in Muar that become the Lee Rubber Company); and opposite 
the Chung Hwa School was the Cathay, Muar’s cinematic grand 
dame, built in the International style popularised by Iversen* in 
the 1960s. 

Growing up, they were all just shapes to me. What did it 
matter whether a shape had classical pediments or sunburst 
motifs? All I cared about was which shape housed the KFC and 
the Kim Leng Ice Cream Parlor. 

I did not become architecturally aware until much later, 
when the Bok House fiasco unfolded in 2005. Built in 1929 by 
Chua Cheng Bok, the founder of the Cycle & Carriage Company, 
the house became the centre of a national debate when the 
owners of Bok House applied to DBKL to have it demolished on 
the grounds of “ensuring public safety”. To my 13-year-old eyes 
back then, I have never seen a house like Bok House before. Sure 
it was big, but then there were also big bungalows in the tamans 
of Muar when I was growing up. This one was different: the Greek 
columns, the monstrous double-decker porch with a deck on top, 
the gabled roof with an oculus. One morning the Sunday Times 
ran the headline: “BYE BYE BOK HOUSE” above a picture of the 
house half-devoured by bulldozers. The then Culture, Arts and 
Heritage Minister Datuk Seri Dr. Rais Yatim challenged naysayers 
to provide concrete proof that Bok House was of historical value, 
instead of just being “a house belonging to a rich man”. The fact 
that the house was so easily dismissed, and that it was the very 
owners of the house that had ordered its destruction, opened my 
eyes forever. I still have that newspaper cutting to this day. 

Shortly after the shock wore off, I began to be more aware 
of the buildings around me. I noticed that the Tong Aik Distillery’s 
factory building in Muar was more pleasant to the eyes than the 
other new factories in the area. I noticed that our old shophouse’s 
higher ceiling and floor-length windows made the interior feel 
grander and less stuffy, compared the 1990s terrace house in the 
tamans my father bought for his young family; I became aware 
that each of the wooden kampung houses I usually see on the 
bus ride to school are distinct and different: one had a strange 
round tower-like attachment; another had rare floral details 
in lurid colours on the tangga batu. Muar was suddenly a very 

interesting place to live in. But the joy was short-lived; in 2007 
the AMJ highway (Lebuhraya Alor Gajah - Melaka Tengah - Jasin) 
connecting Muar to Melaka was opened, sparking a burst of 
economic growth in my little town that has not been seen since 
the PLUS highway cut Muar out from the main Penang-KL- 
Singapore route. With new business springing up, the old had to 
go; entire blocks were torn down and replaced; but that is a story 
for another day. 

I must admit, I do have a bias for older buildings, but not be-
cause they are old (I could not care less if Bok House was built by a 
person of no historical importance). It should not matter whether 
a building is 400 or 40 years old; what matters is that it should 
have beauty. Talking about heritage architecture awareness at 

SPEAKEASY

The fact that the Bok House was so easily dismissed, and that it was the very 
owners of the house that had ordered its destruction, opened my eyes forever.
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this juncture is like trying to joget before learning to walk. Before 
realising the need to conserve the built heritage we have, there 
must be first of all a desire to discern what is good architecture. 
But in order to pronounce what is good, one must first be able to 
say what is bad. 

We have here a poisoned chalice: nobody likes to be told 
that they are not good enough. Tell Malaysians that you are on 
a crusade to see them dress beautifully again and their first 
instinct is to defensively ask: “Why, are we not dressed beau-
tifully enough already?” It is bad enough that we are told that 
all architecture is beautiful, because beauty is subjective and 
architectural styles go in and out of fashion; but declare a build-
ing ugly, and you must be ready to receive angry emails from the 

tenants, owners, and architects of said building. Put such dec-
laration into print and you will be hearing from their lawyers too. 

In my long and sometimes masochistic journey of architec-
tural criticism, I have received some amusing reactions.

A hairdressing establishment in Muar where I grew up de-
cided to enclose the lovely Romanesque loggia of their 1920s 
shophouse in glass; I compared it to Snow White’s glass coffin 
and received angry threats that I was ruining the feng shui of 
their new shop because, you know... coffins. 

* Born in Denmark, Berthel Michael Iversen (1906–76) worked as an architect in 
Malaya from 1928 to 1966, and was one of key figures developing a distinctive 
Southeast Asian architectural modernism.

The Shophouse is endemic in Malaysian towns: commercial area below, tenements 
above, and the communal continuous walkway known as the kaki lima. Its 
ubiquitousness may cause us to dismiss them as being all the same; in reality, each and 
every town's style is distinct from another. In Masjid Tanah, Malacca, we see a grand 
row of pseudo-Baroque shophouses, a style popular in China and Japan in the 1930s but 
rarely seen here in Malaya.

A Sekinchan furniture shop erected during Malaysia's post-independence building 
boom with an interesting wooden warehouse extension on the roof. It may have been 
built to be in the plain International style, with emphasis on straight lines and industrial 
coherence, but the intention was also to create an imposing facade in what would have 
then been just a small town of wooden shops.

House in a new village, Sekinchan. The contractors who erected these rather plain 
houses still managed to insert whimsical details, such as the rhombus-shaped 
geometric design under the porch roof, and transom windows inspired by the 
shophouses of the previous generation.

A modern coffee shop bisects a row of wooden 1940s shops in Pasir Penambang, Kuala 
Selangor. The town is seeing new economic growth, as evidenced by the many new 
tall buildings slowly invading the roofline of old single storey shops; in most cases they 
create jarring eyesores, but in this particular row, the unintended effect of a step gable 
creates a symmetrical facade that is both whimsical and, to the daytripper, certainly 
unforgettable.

Newspaper clipping from December 2006 on the demolition of Bok House
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A friend who stays at an upmarket condo that occupies the 
site of one of KL’s earliest Malay settlements took offence when 
I commented loudly on how the building looked like it was de-
signed for cars rather than humans.

I may have a traditionalist bias. We traditionalists must 
avoid falling into the trap that has ensnared the Prince of Wales; 
by being overly dismissive of non-traditional forms of architec-
ture (in an infamous 1984 speech, the Prince referred to a pro-
posed National Gallery extension as a "monstrous carbuncle", 
and the stigma has remained to this day) many traditionalists 
are no longer seen as credible critics because they are only able 
to accept one very particular form of beauty. This however also 
happens within the traditionalist community. In Malaysia, they 
are often too easily awed by the grand mansions of the Penang 
tycoons or the monumental banks and posts offices the British 
built, and yet always neglect campaigning for the rescue of the 
humble kampung houses and plain little pre-war shophouses in 
Malaysian estate towns, due to their perceived lack of beauty. 

I find that despite lacking the extravagant reliefs and tiles of 
the tycoon townhouses from the same period, these structures 
still manage to stand out due to their proportions and little details 
(carved papan pator or decorative roof eaves, simple Doric col-
umns and cornices). In the same way, traditionalists often dismiss 
modern gems by saying that a modern landmark is only notice-
able if it was built to be very large (imagine how forgettable KL 
Tower would have been if it were only 10 stories high), and can 

only be seen as engineering marvels. The failure to realise that 
what is beautiful to one, may seem humdrum or pretentious to 
another, is just plain snobbery. 

If you are an ardent follower of the modernists, by all means, 
feel free to trash the over-manufactured look of the ‘new’ colonial 
shophouse that sprung up a few years ago in Kota Laksamana, 
Melaka; and if you are a functionalist, you should be nettled by the 
unnecessarily high ceilings of a former luxury bakery at the famous 
Jalan Bukit Bintang crossing. But for God’s sake, say something!

A common reply I usually hear is that architecture is no 
longer dictated by the architect, but by the clients. Gone are the 
days when an architect picked up the trade by simply training at 
his father’s practice like George Gilbert Scott Jr., or by taking up 
an apprenticeship after a failed attempt to create an Italian gar-
den from the tropical wilderness of Sri Lanka like Geoffrey Bawa 
(although he did gain a Diploma in Architecture much later in 
life). Instead, the architect of today is much like us lawyers; they 
undergo many years of study; take multiple qualifying exams, 
and then process requests from clients. If a faceless boardroom 
informs you that it wants to adorn a skyscraper residence with 
what looked like soggy strips of spaghetti and then plonk it in full 
view of the Kuala Lumpur Courts Complex (the design of which 
was inspired by that most important of 20th century inventions, 
the transistor), then so be it. The mental image of the architect 
as a romantic artist draped in nothing but his vision and a toga is 
long gone. 

An almost unbroken row of Art Deco shophouses in Muar's Jalan Abdullah. Upon learning that they were all originally faced in Shanghai plaster, one cannot help but lament the decision 
sometime in the first decade of the century to colour-code the streets of the town. 

SPEAKEASY

A ruined Modernist row in Lorong Brunei Selatan, Pudu. The facade has been stripped of 
windows, fixtures, lights, and signs; thus giving us the architect's bare manifestation of 
the building, unfettered by commercial fittings.

Jalan Brunei Barat in Pudu, the rare occurrence of an entire district being preserved in 
the same architectural style and period. While there are no calls for preservation yet, 
the uniformity of the early Modernist window hoods and raised lines throughout the 
whole area is mesmerising.

Starlight Hotel, a largely forgotten Art Moderne jewel, which has the curious 
combination of pierced walls and a curved facade. To those who regularly take the 
Kelana Jaya Line however, the Starlight is a friendly face that tells you it is time to get up 
if you want to switch lines to the MRT.

RHB Bank, Jalan Tun HS Lee: KL's most celebrated Bauhaus corner.

KTM Railway lines, behind Kuil Sri Siva Jadaa Muniswarar Alayam in Kajang; a wonderful 
and rare example of graceful lines in civil engineering.

Chow Kit Road's well-known Art Moderne walk-up apartments, once housing 
middle class and well-to-do families, now chopped into dormitories. In the process, 
one lot has lost its quaint exposed-brick balconies, as floorspace is now a major 
factor to the owners.

When looking at buildings, everyone could and should be a critic… Let us have 
a cacophony of clashing views; a pluralist forum is always preferable to silence.
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Being a non-participant to the industry (I am not an architect), 
I know little of the obstacles and oddities in the trade of build-
ing and designing buildings in Malaysia. What I do know is the 
outrage that usually affects the members of a profession when a 
member of another profession attempts to comment about it. It 
is however, not with malice but with goodwill that I call upon all 
Malaysians to be bold enough to call ugly things ugly. Imagine 
a world where the client thinks twice before asking for another 
exposed-concrete attempt at being ‘industrial chic’, or a world 
where requests for a lighting store resembling a Greek temple 
are no longer given lightly. Increased architectural awareness 
means a world where the common folks’ criticisms can no longer 
be dismissed with: “You’re just not educated/cultured enough to 
understand Gehry”. 

So, do not let the lack of a Bachelor of Architecture degree 
deter you from being an architectural critic; after all, it should be 
the non-architects, who have no conflict of interest, that should 
be the loudest voices of complaint. Here are three easy steps to 
begin with:  1) Look out for proportions. Is the ceiling too low? Is 
the door oddly a little too wide? 2) Survey the surroundings: does 
the building clash with its environs? If so, was this done on pur-
pose to enhance the surroundings or just to draw more attention 
to the building itself? 3) Never mind architectural styles: do you 
think it was built with the intention to create a beautiful building, 
or built because the building simply had to exist? 

When looking at buildings, everyone could and should be 
a critic. There will of course be merry disagreements; Bauhaus 
fans will see KL’s Oriental Building as being covered with garish 
Art Deco flourishing; Urbanists will rue the dense and illogical 
highrises in Kampung Segambut. Let us have a cacophony of 
clashing views; a pluralist forum is always preferable to silence. 
It is in this spirit that I hope to foster a culture of architectural 
criticism amongst laymen (myself included), instead of the cur-
rent climate where nobody dare lift their tongues and question 
whether the Petronas Twin Towers is a sight for sore eyes, or the 
cause of it. 

I leave you with immortal words of the architectural histo-
rian Sir Nikolaus Pevsner (once again, betraying my traditionalist 
bias): “A bicycle shed is a building; Lincoln Cathedral is a piece of 
architecture. Nearly everything that encloses space on a scale 
sufficient for a human being to move in is a building; the term 
architecture applies only to buildings designed with a view to 
aesthetic appeal.”
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It should not matter whether a building 
is 400 or 40 years old; what matters is 
that it should have beauty.

Wisma City Tower in Jalan Alor. One of KL's most enigmatic facades, this might be 
Malaysia's earliest attempt at Cubist avant-garde architecture. You could spend hours 
on the sidewalk staring at it, trying to decipher whether the jutting blocks actually form 
a pattern or not. City Tower was built in 1972 by Lim Quee and Sons, of Singapore's 
People's Park Complex fame.

Wisma Ng Bow Thai on Kajang's Jalan Besar; a late Brutalist gem sadly obscured by 
large shop signs. The type most people walking down the streets would ignore or 
dismiss, unless you looked up.

SPEAKEASY

Jalan Bedah Ali, Malacca. But of course, this one needs no exhortation from me to get 
people to look. Who can ignore the sumptuous details of a traditional Malay house?

KL's ill-fated Serani Row, now long gone. KL's most visible ruins for many years, it was to 
us what the ancient Roman ruins were to the people of medieval Britain. Who lived here? 
Why did they leave?

Too much attention is given to the ornate colonial houses of Malaya's rich and powerful, 
but humbler structures such as the staff quarters for KL's Bukit Nanas Treatment Plant 
(commissioned in 1959) can also be unparalleled in its simplistic elegance and proportions.

A lawyer by day, Caleb spends his free time roaming KL for 
“new buildings to love and hate”.

He is also an ardent collector of vintage items.

All photos supplied by Caleb GohThe writer is also Malaysia’s own wind-up “gramophone deejay”. 
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1
REFUSE: 
SAY NO TO 
SUBURBAN SPRAWL!

 
A quick survey of Green 
Building Index (GBI) certified 
townships shows that 
90% are located on land 
previously not built on. 
Greenfield development 
is particularly destructive 
to the environment as the 
conversion of agriculture 
land and forests for building 
destroys ground cover and 
natural habitats. Not only 
does it result in a significant 
reduction in greenhouse gas 
absorption and biodiversity, 
building development also 
leads to an increase in 
stormwater runoff and heat 
islands. 

Worse is that residential 
sprawl without public 
transport connectivity is 
responsible for an ever-
increasing private vehicle 
usage and carbon emissions 
@180kgCO2/km/car as 
residents are forced to 
commute 25-40km to their 
workplaces each way in the 
Klang Valley and other cities. 
It is doubtful how much 
the “sustainable” features 
promoted by new township 
developers can mitigate 
biodiversity losses or offset 
collective carbon mileage. 

Available research 
shows that buildings and 
operations account for 
approximately 40% of global 
carbon emissions, while 
transportation accounts for 
over 20%. This calls into 
question how justifiable 
it is to keep expanding 
outwards on the grounds 
of economic growth, when 
there are sustainable ways 
to provide for building needs. 
Consequently, the carbon 
emissions due to ‘green’ 
buildings should include by 
extension, their locations and 
access to public transport.

 

2
REDUCE: 
OPTIMISE 
NOT MAXIMISE
 
Development value is closely 
tied to floor area efficiencies 
and maximising plot ratios, 
but how much longer will this 
be the main measure with 
ESG (Environmental, Social, 
Governance) becoming 
increasingly important? 
The bigger and taller a 
building, the more energy and 
resources is required to build. 
In other words, while passive 
solar design, energy saving 
products, local materials and 
other ‘green’ initiatives are 
helpful to offset operational 
energy and water needs, the 
amount of embedded carbon 
in a building is proportional to 
its size. 

What becomes of 
buildings that are not sold 
or fully occupied? Does 
the architect then have an 
ethical responsibility towards 
the environment for the 
creation of excessive and 
under-utilised square footage 
against the backdrop of 
depleting natural resources? 
If buildings are an investment 
for the future generations, 
then should not part of this 
strategy include balancing 
the impact by building only as 
necessary?  

PROJECT PLANET

by Yeoh Ee Leng

Property development is a big driver of Malaysian economy, 
but it is environmentally hostile. Not only does the 
construction of new buildings consume huge quantities 
of natural resources and energy, it also is responsible for 
generating tons of carbon emissions and landfill waste.*

Green building practices are a step in the right 
direction but are not enough by far to counter the looming 
climate crisis. As Malaysia moves into a more mature 
phase of development, it becomes increasingly vital for 
architects, as custodians of the built environment, to lead 
the way through practice and education, as a duty of care 
owed to the public and future generations. 

Here are suggested 5Rs of Sustainable Property 
Development to keep the conversation rolling, and to 
hopefully generate more critical discourse at the local  
level on this important issue.
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*  In the IEA Global Status Report for Buildings and Construction 2019 report, Buildings  
and Construction Sector accounted for 36% of global energy use and 39% of CO2 
emissions. The construction industry has accounted for approximately 41% of the total 
solid waste generation in Malaysia (MHLG, 2012). Construction waste generated in 
Central and Southern Malaysia, alone, accounts for 28.34%.
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The 5Rs of Sustainable 
Property Development
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CONCLUSION

Development is mainly the realm of planners and developers. 
However, a review of the Part 3 Professional Examination 
papers indicates that 3 of 4 questions in both Papers 1 and 2 
pertain to large scale developments. In the 2020 examination, 
candidates were required to respond to scenarios advising 
clients on land conversion matters, twice. 

Thus, it can be concluded that the bulk of professional 
architectural education and practice is heavily development 
focused. Does this not mean that architects are complicit in the 
development process? Can architects still absolve themselves 
of responsibility for the environmental and social impact of 
building development beyond the building envelope? Should 
architecture be promoting happiness, health, and wellbeing for 
all or just some, given that social and environmental ecosystems 
are borderless, and cannot be defined by gates?

3 
REHABILITATE: 
REPAIR AND RENOVATE

 
Depressed building stock, in the inner city and those that are 
close to public transit lines, have intrinsic values of location: 
proximity to amenities, public facilities and transportation, 
with the bonus of lower densities. These are features that can 
be unlocked with relatively lower capex. At the same time, the 
urban fabric and place character are not destroyed, but can be 
enhanced. 

These are value propositions that can appeal to influencer 
Gen Zs who are shifting towards a more environmentally 
and socially-conscious lifestyle. Rehabilitating old and even 
abandoned buildings can also have a domino effect to revitalise 
surrounding neighbourhoods and add value to existing real 
estate if the public/common areas are upgraded as well. This 
could be a viable strategy to develop good quality affordable 
housing that should be encouraged via state and local 
planning structure plans and through government housing and 
development policy.

4 
REPURPOSE: 
FORM REMAINS, FUNCTION CHANGES

In amongst widespread construction, there are also many 
under-utilised buildings in both the Klang Valley and in small 
towns alike. For example. That strip of semi-occupied shoplots. 
Those lonely neighbourhood malls. Abandoned government 
bungalows. “Meroboh dan Membina semula” (Demolish and 
Build) seems to be their common fate, as it is easier than 
renovating, but the emissions from construction of a new house 
is approximately 50:15. 

Adaptive reuse is typically applied in the context of 
heritage buildings. However, most architecture, even the most 
banal, is built for permanence. As the country evolves, and as 
time progresses, it is inevitable that the functions for which a 
building was designed becomes obsolete or simply unsuitable 
for its location. Hence if the current form does not suit the 
function anymore, why not change the function, whereby 
commercial becomes residential, or civic, and vice versa,  
or mixed. 

5 
REBUILD: 
SUSTAINABLY AND SELECTIVELY

Nothing is forever and there is a time in the life of a building 
or neighbourhood, when it is no longer relevant or useful, 
and cannot be repaired, rehabilitated, or repurposed. Hence 
rebuilding may be the only way forward. However, does the 
entire property have to be demolished? A city without old 
buildings is like a person with no memory. Likewise, every room 
in a house has a story, every brick a layer. Should not the parts of 
a development that have structural and architectural integrity be 
retained as a reminder of the history of the place? 

Aerial photos of Klang Valley showing the increasing urban sprawl from 1970 to 2000  
– Secret Atlas of Kuala Lumpur. Copyright: Urbanmetry & ThinkCity (www.urbanmetry.com)

The Linc site is prime real estate in the city 
centre but instead of building yet another 
office or residential tower, the developers 
decided to create a community centric hub 
with key instruction that the trees must not 
be touched. Photo by Yeoh Ee-Leng

PROJECT PLANET
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HOUSE STYLE

FEATURE HOUSE STYLE

Township housing developments have always been a key 
project staple for architects in Malaysia the last five decades. 
Each year, tens of thousands of acres are routinely cleared, 
adjusted, sub-divided and re-branded; reiterating multiple 
renditions of the housing ‘taman’ as contemporary Arcadia’s 
with all its promises and pleasures. Despite emerging 
concerns of sustainable practice and environmental issues, 
the residential estate remains the preferred typology for 
unlocking the Malaysian dream. In all this time, architects 
have responded to the housing questions with increasing 
innovation and sophistication, as new ideas in master-
planning, architecture, construction and materiality, lifestyles 
and well-being emerge. AM presents a selection of recently 
completed housing projects to provide an update into the 
continuing story.

1 
ZEN88

Architect  Kenny Chong Architect
Location Ipoh, Perak
Client  Eadepro Residence Sdn Bhd
Project Details 88 units of semi-detached, clustered,   
  and bungalows units, masterplan
Project Team Ar Kenny Chaong, Ar Ho Choon Sin, 
  Wong Zi Shen, Yap Yuan Li, 
  Syafaf Nabilla, Allia Mohamad

3 
ELMINA VALLEY 3

Architect  Paradigm Architects Sdn Bhd
Location Elmina West at City of Elmina, Shah Alam
Client  Sime Darby Property (City of Elmina) Sdn. Bhd.
Project Details 203 units of 2 storey terrace house   
  (Type A & C, Phase 3A); 
  151 units of 2 storey terrace house 
  (Type B & C, Phase 3B); 
   facilities and amenities, services
Project Team Ar Koh Fook Hai, Ar Teoh Eng Kuan

2 
PARKFIELD RESIDENCES

Architect  CL&O Architects Sdn Bhd
Location Tropicana Heights, Kajang, Kuala Lumpur
Client  Tropicana Kajang Hill Sdn Bhd
Project Details 327 units of 2 storey terraces (22’ x 75’);   
  144 units of 3 storey garden cluster 
  homes (33’ x 70’), masterplan, 
  facilities and amenities, services
Project Team Ar Martin Lee / Ar Lenny Oh (Directors),   
  Lim Chuan Zhong (Project Architect)
  Jeanette Pang, Yusri Zakaria, 
  Zaidun Lomuntun, Ng Pei Yian, 
  Kenny Yap, Warsiyana



74 75FEATURE HOUSE STYLE

5 
MONTEREY RESIDENCES

Architect  ONG & ONG 360 Consultancy Sdn Bhd
Location Eco Sanctuary, Kota Kemuning, Selangor
Client  Eco Sanctuary Sdn Bhd 
  (a Subsidiary of Eco World)
Project Details 353 units of zero-lot, semi-detached and   
  bungalows units, clubhouse, facilities
  and amenities
Project Team Tan Kee Keat, Lu Chun Wei, 
  Shahrin Bin Mohd. Nasir, Diego Molina

6 
MK HEIGHT PHASE 1

Architect  Infinion Architects
Location Kulim, Kedah
Client  Megakulim Development Sdn.Bhd.
Project Details 13 units residential units (Phase 1),   
  facilities and amenities, services
Project Team Ar Tang Wei Tee, Ar Quah Eng Thiam, 
  Law Zhi Yoong

4 
RIDGEFIELD RESIDENCES

Architect  CL&O Architects Sdn Bhd
Location Tropicana Heights, Kajang, Kuala Lumpur
Client  Tropicana Kajang Hill Sdn Bhd
Project Details 40 units of semi-detached villas (40’ x 80’); 
  178 units townhouses (25’ x 85’, 25’ x 90’);  
  masterplan, facilities and amenities, services
Project Team Ar Martin Lee / Ar Lenny Oh (Directors),   
  Ivan Soo (Project Architect),
  Lim Chuan Zhong, Sher Rin, 
  Jeanette Pang, Zaidun Lomuntun, 
  Yusri Zakaria, Kenny Yap, Warsiyana

7 
ANDIRA PARK

Architect  ARC Partnership
Location Bandar Bukit Puchong, Selangor
Client  AYER Holdings Berhad
Project Details 140 units strata townhouses, 
  facilities and amenities, services
Project Team Ar Yusup Abdullah, Ar JR Tan
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KAPAS Domaine Architects Sdn Bhd

GODOWN ARTS CENTRE Linghao Architects with Malek Hassan Architect

TOYOTA 3S CENTRE Arkitek JFN Sdn Bhd 

WANDERING WALLS Xrange Architects

AICB BUILDING GDP Architects Sdn Bhd

PET HOUSE Minwee Architect

DISCOVERY PARK – THE HIVE Shafikzaman Architect

BALAU HOUSE Seshan Design Sdn Bhd and Syarawi Architect with Nazar Architect

PROJECTS
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SHAPE
    SHIFTER

K
apas, the Malay word for cotton, is also the name-
sake of this latest condominium development  
situated on the road of the same name. While the 
moniker calls to mind notions of soft and light-
ness, Kapas is anything but fluff. At the top of 
Bangsar hill, Kapas now stands as a monolith that 
punctuates the skyline with its indomitable form. 

The high-rise building’s countenance is a dynamic shape in geo-
metric black armour, a composition that is bold and also strategic 
in its operations.

Of course its dramatic form is the most obvious: it distin-
guishes Kapas from the other nearby buildings. Comprising two 
towers in the development, crowning the top is the penthouse 
structure that hovers above a private recreational sky deck. This 
creates the signature gesture and structure that clearly defines 
the penthouse whilst respecting the proportion and geometry of 
the two residential towers below it.

In creating residential units with a view to remain low-density and designing common areas to be useful and energy-
efficient, function collides into form as Kapas is now instantly recognisable due to its statement-making dramatic black 
cladding façade.

KAPAS BY DOMAINE ARCHITECTS SDN BHD
Bangsar, Kuala Lumpur

KAPAS

ARCHITECTURE
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The exclusive residential complex offers high-rise living 
within a low-density development. There are only a total of 33 
units on offer, all on rental only basis. As the building is perched 
on the elevated terrain of one of the highest points in Bangsar,  
every single unit has an unobstructed panoramic view of the 
Kuala Lumpur urban skyline, lending to the development’s ex-
clusivity and covetability. The development also includes retail 
space and resident amenities on the podium.

There are all together three residential unit types designed, 
from Type A (approx. 2,400 sq ft), Type B (approx. 3,800 sq ft) 
and the luxurious Type C duplexes (approx. 5,200 sq ft). All units 
have their own private lift lobby that leads directly into their 
living halls. The units were designed with the discerning buyers 
in mind. Type A was designed for a single individual or a couple 
with a flexible space for a home office, a feature so relevant in this 
current time of ‘work from home’. Type B contains 3+1 bedrooms 
with a luxurious living and dining hall for families of all sizes. 
The Type C plan is limited to only four exclusive duplex units with 
a double volume space and glazing which directly overlooks the 
KL view.

The pièce de résistance crown is the 30,000 sq ft penthouse 
straddling over the north and south block as a statement piece. De-
signed as a bungalow-in-the-sky, it comes fully equipped with a 
recreational floor complete with a swimming pool, gym, sauna, 
yoga deck, even a dog house and a turtle pond. With large glaz-
ings, the interior spaces open out to a series of pocket courtyards 
that ensure plenty of natural light and ventilation.

The Kapas project site sits on relatively high ground with 
approximately four acres of sloping land. In order to minimise the 
cut and fill earthworks, the building was situated on two plat-
forms on the gentler slope on the West side of the lot. In doing so, 
the principal Ar Masyerin M Nor explains that most of the main 
spaces are articulated on the East side of the longitudinal blocks 
to take advantage of the view towards the city centre. 

The dynamic shape in black cladding makes it a unique land-
mark that stands out boldly above the Bangsar skyline. It is the 
first of its kind to be installed. To achieve this, four silverish-black 
tones were selected and arranged in random configurations to 
create a pixelated effect on the façade. The panels were also coat-
ed with matte finishing to minimise glare and reflexivity at street 
level and to the adjacent residents in neighbouring projects.

East Facade

PROJECTS KAPAS

Entrance porte cochère

The vibrant black façade is balanced with the use of vernacular natural 
materials, which includes the familiar fair-faced concrete, red clay bricks 
and greenery from the architect's repertoire from previous works. 
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The residents’ lounge stairway 

Section (unfolded)

PROJECTS

The vibrant black façade is balanced with the use of verna- 
cular natural materials, which includes the familiar fair-faced 
concrete, red clay bricks and greenery from the architect's reper-
toire from previous works. An elaborate landscape masterplan 
of approximately 2.5 acres was incorporated for the Kapas 
inhabitants to explore, share and use. It includes an urban farm 
with designated plots for residents, jogging track, trails, a natural 
pond and garden pavilion for casual semi-outdoor events and the 
occasional parties.

The floor plate of the towers were designed to be narrow 
in order to maximise and promote natural light and ventilation. 
During the day, the design ensures that there will be minimal 
dependence on artificial lighting, with well lit rooms washed in 
daylight. On the East-facing façades, deep balconies and over-
hangs were introduced to provide shading respite and reduce 
glare from the direct morning Malaysian sun into the interior of 
the building. 

A view of the garden

Sunlight streaming through the lattice ceiling into the common area

Interior view of the lounge stairs

An upward view of Kapas's facade

KAPAS
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An unfettered view of KL’s majestic skyline from the pool level.

Penthouse drawing

A view from the penthouse, at dusk

Summer House is the residents’ event space

Lounge out and catch rays at the pool deck

An external view of the lounge

PROJECTS

Designed as a bungalow-in-the-sky, it comes fully equipped with a recreational 
floor complete with a swimming pool, gym, sauna, yoga deck, even a dog house 
and a turtle pond. 

KAPAS

These design elements allow for large floor-to-ceiling height glazing for natural light and expansive views without compromising 
comfort yet maximising the architectural potentials of the apart-
ment units. 

On the Western aspect, façade openings are conversely 
kept to a minimum in order to minimise the heat gain from the 
afternoon sun. In most interior spaces, including the lounges and 
residential units, openings are incorporated on both opposite 
ends to promote natural cross ventilation, thus minimising use of 
air conditioning. An extensive list of green sustainable features 
are incorporated but unseen, leaving the mechanics of sustain-
ability and architectural expression distinct and independent.



86 87PROJECTS

Signage at B2 (parking)

As the building is perched on the elevated terrain of one of the highest points 
in Bangsar, every single unit has an unobstructed panoramic view of the Kuala 
Lumpur urban skyline, lending to the development’s exclusivity and covetability. 

Lift lobby

Details of the red brick used at the children’s playground

KAPAS

Vent block details

With the successful completion of the project last year 
in 2020, a relieved Ar. Masyerin recounts the ten-year journey 
the project had taken. “I am very pleased with the reception of 
Kapas, especially from the community and even from the older 
generation (of neighbours). We took a lot of risks with the colour 
choice of black for the building, and even the client was wary it 
may be too overwhelming on that prominent site. The adjacent 
Rhombus tower then under construction somewhat alleviated 
the concerns but we had to methodically demonstrate our pro-
cess and design experiments to convince the client. We needed 
to show that its selection was not random but was to address 
the somewhat chunky massing forms of the architecture. In that, 
we hope our sincerity showed through, and I am grateful for the 
clients support. I am glad we persisted as Kapas now introduces 
an interesting new character to the Bangsar silhouette”. 

The roof deck which provides an unparalleled panoramic view of KL 

Plans
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LOCATION
Bangsar, Kuala Lumpur

CLIENT 
Kapas Heights Sdn Bhd

PRINCIPAL USE 
Residential

ARCHITECT 
Domaine Architects Sdn Bhd

PROJECT PRINCIPAL
Ar Masyerin M Nor

PROJECT TEAM:
Ar. Norashidah Wahab,
Nik Ihsan,
Zulaikha Atraai,
Faruq,
Syafieka,
Nor Hafezee,
Badrul Hisham,
Jafni

DESIGN PERIOD
2.5 years

CONSTRUCTION PERIOD 
3.5 years

DATE OF COMPLETION 
18 June 2020

SITE AREA
16,400sqm

FLOOR AREA
25,500sqm

PROJECT COST 
Undisclosed

CONSTRUCTION 
COMPANY
Pembinaan Teknikhas 
Sdn Bhd

CIVIL ENGINEER 
Zaidun-Leeng Sdn Bhd

M & E ENGINEER
KWA Consult Sdn Bhd

QUANTITY SURVEYOR
JUBC Sdn Bhd

LANDSCAPING 
Walrus Design Sdn Bhd

OTHER BUILDING 
CONSULTANTS 
GEDS Sdn Bhd (GBI 
Sustainability Consultant)

PHOTOGRAPHY
Ar Masyerin M Nor 
and Ajako Watanabe

The Kapas

PROJECTS KAPAS



90 91

 AN 
URBAN   
    TRANS-
        LATION

GODOWN ARTS CENTRE BY LINGHAO ARCHITECTS
IN COLLABORATION WITH MALEK HASSAN ARCHITECT

Lorong Ampang, Kuala Lumpur

W 
inds and rain flow, sparrows fly 
through, plants slowly transform,  
humans busy themselves amongst 
the shady and sunny spaces amidst 
the trees, walls and roofs. Rhythms 
and vagaries of the immediate city 
and climate construct the daily envi-

ronment of this art centre. 
Lying between the foot of Bukit Nanas (Pineapple Hill) and 

the confluence of the Klang and Gombak rivers, ancient ways 
and the present are not so distinct; shophouses with five foot 
ways, mosques, churches, schools, high rises, school kids, office 
workers, fresh migrants, tourists woven together by the small 
streets that now channel an endless flow of vehicles. 

Despite the dense activities in its immediate vicinity in the core of Kuala Lumpur, The Godown’s response was to stand 
as an art centre cultivating creativity through openness, a design that allows nature to move, influence and permeate, 
acting to frame what communality and life could be in the big city.

Text by Ling Hao

GODOWN ARTS CENTRE

ARCHITECTURE
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As you walk to and fro on these streets, the city comes to 
life. Outside the train station in the open, in the alleyways or un-
der the five-foot ways, alternate vendors work briskfully from 
breakfast to evening. The doors leading to a used book store, 
where the air within had long stopped being refreshed, becomes 
a backdrop to the most satisfying pig innards soup dinner from a 
roadside kitchen stall. This was the cycle of setting up, cooking and 
disappearing, rain or shine, every evening for the last 30 years.

How does one relate an arts centre to this world? Large old 
ficus trees form an immediate encounter with the site. Over time 
they have spread to all around this semi-abandoned site, on the 
slopes, in any crevice on the asphalt, on the buildings. Open con-
crete terraces nestle in between them and extend from the old 
Godown; 1.2mm-thick steel sheets assembled together hang off 
porous steel mesh floor extending off the concrete terraces, sim-
ilar to makeshift street theatre or stall tents, not fully enclosing an 
airy envelope. In the old Godown, from the colonial era and built 
to house commodities of the global trade, all the many layers of 
accretion are removed, becoming a big room of soft clay brick 
with lime mortar topped by delicate steel trusses and a metal 
roof. Enclosed openings are reinstated, glass louvres re-fixed 
on the jack roof sides, clear acrylic strips inserted in the metal 
roof, fresh air and daylight or cloud shadows move through, ever-
changing. A space to breathe in the densifying city. 

Reusing the timbers inside, a slender gallery is inserted, in-
troducing a meandering walking route to an abutting concrete 
terrace open to the sky and surroundings, along path and stair 
ways traversing through various sceneries before coming to a 
secluded wild garden on the roof. How one walks, sits, gathers, 
relates to the different parts and conditions at that time. When 

it rains heavily, the more open areas are 
filled with this sweet moisture in the air. 
From the roofs and terraces, the rainwater 
also moves towards a break in the ground, 
rising and becoming a stream that flows 
through the covered entrance area. This 
ground floor is open, the shortcut through 
it and up the existing stairs on the slopes 
to the church, schools and hill is retained, 
to encounter the arts centre life while 
walking through. 

Constructing the project, the Indo-
nesian workers worked and lived on site, 
pouring concrete, mixing the lime putty 
with white sugar, carving chairs out of 
leftover PVC pipes, assembling used ply-
wood sheets into sleeping huts, cleaning 
up before offering their prayers. Construc-
tion drawings formed a framework with 
which their bodies molded and cajoled 
the various materials into shapes and 
spaces. Numerous different ways came 
together to make this project. It would 
be more than common that two persons 

PROJECTS GODOWN ARTS CENTRE

Thin walls gently lift away from the open terraces, and the street flows in
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Enclosed openings are reinstated, 
glass louvres refixed on the jack roof 
sides and clear acrylic strips inserted 
in the metal roof. 

Cross-section Elevation
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A garden for the artist-in-residence on the third floor

would not share a similar language, and the acts of translation 
would be the construction.

At some point, it felt that the more suitable solution to 
the ground floor would be an irregular stone paver rather than 
a brick paver, and this became a process of doing and redoing 
to achieve a naturally arranged ground. Since then, much of the 
loose sand joints have eroded, grass and other plants have start-
ed flourishing in between the granite pavers, rainwater is going 
back in and one is always aware of the ground when on it.  Seeds 
freely strewn all over here and the roofs have rooted, establish-
ing many smaller dense worlds for many creatures. The sparrows 
make continuous sorties through the open areas swooping low 
down and through with many favourite routes. The plan is to let 
almost everything grow initially. 

In its openness, The Godown wants to learn from the ways 
of the immediate street life with its routines and communality, 
but it also seeks to be a further growing of ways of behaving in 
the city, for other bodily actions and feelings in the city besides 
office or commercial work or consuming. The project begins 
from the owner’s personal attachment to the old Godown and 
a wish to transform it to a place that could be used by the city, 
to make things, to socialize, in the direction of an art centre.  The 
client who spent time growing up around this area, remembers 
going for arts lessons in the new apartments near the river as a 
child, stories of monkeys in the hill, walking the glamorous high 
streets of the old city, the infamous cabaret club that occupied 
the Godown till the late 90s, envisions perhaps a response to the 
ways the city was and could be.

PROJECTS

Fresh air and daylight or cloud shadows move 
through, everchanging, a space to breathe in  
the densifying city. 

Along the entrance way, rough stones fall gently to the soft wood of the old Godown, 
planks over a break in the ground 

With taller headroom on the higher levels — the outdoors are brought in 
over the old Godown roof

GODOWN ARTS CENTRE

An airy open workspace on the higher level. Stairs lead to the artist residence with a garden and to the roof garden over this space
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With the surroundings extending into the grounds, a hanging wall lightly 
separates, while concrete terraces curve towards and away
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From inside the gallery of the old Godown with the open terrace extending into the covered 
studio beyond

First floor plan

Second floor plan

Mezzonine floor plan

Roof garden plan
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PROJECTS

A view from the old streets with the Godown in the horizon; its new facade much like a billboard commonly found on roadsides

In its openness, The Godown 
wants to learn from the ways of 
the immediate street life with its 
routines and communality, but it 
also seeks to be a further growing 
of ways of behaving in the city. 

The view from the roof garden over the open stairs 
and terrace

A garden growing on its own over the roof

Along the small lane, a fig tree spreads over the 
tapering concrete edge, the metal walls lift away, 
enclosing and opening up at the same time 

A slender gallery resides within the Godown, reusing existing timber

In the middle of the city, a secluded roof garden, of legumes and many others grown from seeds freely strewn

GODOWN ARTS CENTRE
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LOCATION
Lorong Ampang, 
Kuala Lumpur

CLIENT 
Godown KL Sdn Bhd

PRINCIPAL USE 
Arts Centre

DESIGN CONSULTANT
Linghao Architects 
(Singapore); 
in collaboration with
EXECUTIVE ARCHITECT
Malek Hassan Architect

PROJECT TEAM
Ling Hao,
Malek Hassan, 
Tay Yew, 
Lim Eu Jin, 
Mohd Erwan Sharial, 
Norhisyam Mohd Nor

PLANNER 
ES Planners & 
Designers Sdn Bhd

DESIGN PERIOD
1 year

CONSTRUCTION PERIOD 
2 years

DATE OF COMPLETION 
2019

SITE AREA
870sqm

FLOOR AREA
948sqm

PROJECT COST 
Undisclosed

CONSTRUCTION 
COMPANY
Yap Kok Wai Contractors

CIVIL ENGINEER 
Pro Jurutek Consultancy

M & E ENGINEER
EDP (M&E) Consulting 
Group Sdn Bhd

LANDSCAPING 
Stable Unstable

PHOTOGRAPHY
Fabian Ong

PROJECTS GODOWN ARTS CENTRE
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CURVE

 AHEAD
OF THE 

TOYOTA 3S CENTRE

What began as a challenge to marry form, function, efficiencies and corporate requirements resulted in an iconic building  
to re-evaluate and re-imagine the typology of industrial buildings.

Text by the architect

TOYOTA 3S CENTRE BY ARKITEK JFN SDN BHD
Sibu, Sarawak

T
his Toyota 3S (Sales, Service and Spare parts) Cen-
tre caters for a car showroom, customer lounges, 
service workshops, and supporting facilities. Its 
design makes references to the typology of indus-
trial buildings, reimagining an architectural style 
informed by its structural system, constructability 
and materials. Strategically situated at a major 

public intersection by the river, the design optimises the public 
presentation to these frontages.

ARCHITECTURE
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The initial challenge was to design a building that does not 
conform to the typical aesthetics of a 3S centre, while still stay-
ing in compliance with the technical brief and specifications. The 
design idea was presented through a series of quick sketches 
during a casual meeting with the client. The concept was then 
agreed upon, and the architect was given the client’s full support 
in negotiation with Toyota for the design approval. The only cave-
at was that the Toyota corporate façade and pylon signage had 
to be supplied through Toyota’s designated agent.

The spatial planning’s first aim was to maximise exposure 
towards the roads and riverfront in anticipation for further resi-
dential and commercial development across the river. The Toyota 
3S Centre is built on a 1.1215-hectare site at the junction of Jalan 
Lanang (the main access road which leads into the Sibu town 
centre), and the access bridge to the residential development on 
Pulau Li Hua. The site is strategically positioned at this location to 
present its three main development frontages to the public: It has 
the first street front facing south at the access bridge to Pulau Li 
Hua, the second facing East at the main road, Jalan Lanang, and 
the third facing west towards the river Sungai Loba. The client 
intends to acquire the currently vacant land North of the site for 
future expansion.

PROJECTS

The spatial planning’s first aim was to maximise exposure towards the roads 
and riverfront in anticipation for further residential and commercial development 
across the river.

View of the street-facing façade from the guard house which also incorporated the 
pylon signage

The centre transforms from a car showroom to service 
workshops with a series of supporting facilities, starting the jour-
ney through a common lobby. The Sales and Service centres 
share a spacious double-volume common drop-off Lobby where 
new vehicles are delivered. This ensures sales personnel the op-
portunities of guiding and introducing clients to the various areas 
of the centre, beyond the sales department, allowing clients to 
observe their vehicles being serviced while waiting in the com-
forts of the customer lounge. 

The project also investigates the process of engaging the 
public realm through the design and construction. Customers can 
also get ‘pampered’ as they ‘check-in/out’ their vehicles for ser-
vice contributing to customer confidence and satisfaction. This 
arrangement provides opportunities for sales personnel to guide 
current and prospective clients through the after-sales facilities. 

The non-public staff areas are located above the Sales and 
Services sections, and are accessible by an elevated walkway 
which spans across the void over the common drop-off lobby. 
Staff rest and recreation areas are placed above the car wash 
bays at the workshop end of the building. Public and non-public 
areas are also defined by the vehicular circulation and car park 
bay zoning.

With the emphasis of lightweight construction and the use 
of rhythmic structural regularity, it utilises locally available ma-
terials, construction techniques and passive design principles in 
order to achieve its unique form. Passive design principles were 
employed in response to the local environmental conditions. The 
aim was to achieve a certified Green Building Index (GBI) status 
by relying on technology driven products without incurring addi-
tional construction costs.  

The building has been awarded with a Silver rating by GBI 
(Green Building Index). The energy consumption of this building 
is significantly less than that of similar establishments owned by 
Toyota in Sibu. Its achievement of the certification not only fulfils 
the client’s brief, but its iconic status in Sibu adds icing to the 
cake. Being one of the most talked about buildings in Sibu, it sets 
a benchmark for the local architecture design scene. Beyond 
that, this design encapsulates the intricacies of architecture with 
the skilled crafts of construction; leading to not only a successful 
project, but also displays the true role of an architect.

TOYOTA 3S CENTRE
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The architects set out to develop the lightest possible truss which could then be standardised throughout the building. Top and 
bottom chords of the opposing trusses are tied with light gauge 
cold formed roof framing members, of which a layer of insulated 
skin is wrapped over, to form a typical bay. The bays are then 
slotted to form the segmented form which has a curve towards 
one end.

Steel fabrication and finishing work was a major component 
of the construction process. The client heeded the architect’s 
advice to engage with a contractor who specialises in steel fab-
rication and roofing. Through direct negotiation, the main con-
tractor led a construction team consisting of other nominated 
specialist tradesmen. 

The success of the project is much owed to the teamwork 
and early engagement of these skilled tradesmen. The main con-
tract was engaged in the valuing of engineering and construction 
detailing. The strategy of constructing with standardised bays 
had allowed for a first bay to be built, to test out ideas, whilst 
the details and finishing were then refined for repetition. The 
tradesmen were largely co-opted in this process for which their 
skills and experience were greatly instrumental. This was key to 
building the team spirit as well as giving the tradesman a sense 
of pride. Details were developed on site to take advantage of 
the craftsmanship of the skilled tradesmen, and to optimise the  
usage of leftover construction materials. This re-establishes the 
design and craft of the construction process.

PROJECTS

Aerial view 

Ground floor plan
View from the gallery into the workshops. This spatial arrangement provide opportunities for the customers to watch their cars being serviced, 
contributing to customers’ confidence and satisfaction

The architects set out to develop the 
lightest possible truss which could then be 
standardised throughout the building.

Service and sales sections are linked by elevated walkways

Common drop-off lobby

TOYOTA 3S CENTRE
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The design utilises common local construction materials 
such as steel, timber, concrete and tiles. The steel cladding creates 
an envelope which serves as the wall and roof externally; and the 
walls and ceilings. The truss member configurations are present-
ed at the strip light which separates the roofs, and allows natural 
light into the interior spaces. Local timber was used for internal 
dry wall partitions on the upper floor, and also to highlight the 
customer lounges. Monochromatic tiles were chosen to com-
plement the concrete finish. The colour scheme of the building 
is derived from this material palette, expressing natural textures 
and colours.

A sectional enclosure was developed with insulated roofing 
and wall cladding to prevent the heat from penetrating through 
the long east and west facades, of which has the most solar ex-
posure. The steel louvres at the lower sections of the perimeter 
walls are also of low thermal mass, as they are fabricated from 
Zincalume steel sheets, cold formed to a custom ‘C’ section, 
then riveted to the steel sub-frames. The louvres allow fresh air 
in, which has been cooled by the pond, to enter the building at 
lower levels, allowing hot air to rise above and escape through 
non-mechanised ventilators (driven by convection theory). Wa-
ter collected in the moat surrounding the complex is further used 
for garden irrigation and general cleaning within the compound. 

External hardscape areas were limited to the footpath and 
driveway where grasscrete were utilised for the parking bays. 
Local tree species were planted generously around the building 
to lower outside air temperature when fully grown.

PROJECTS

Light, space, materials and detailing are emphasised at the 
corridor on the upper floor

The design utilises common local 
construction materials such as steel, 
timber, concrete and tiles.

The colour scheme of the building is derived from the material palette, expressing 
natural textures and colours

The metal cladding captures the changing light and reflects the sky

The insulated skin wraps around the building, shielding its east and west elevation from 
excessive heat

Louvres on the lower part of the walls allow air cooled by the moat into the building

Structural concept

Gallery (left) and Meeting Rooms (right) overlooking the 
Service Centre.

Mechanical and electrical services, such as fire fighting and air conditioning systems 
are expressed as design features

TOYOTA 3S CENTRE
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LOCATION
Sibu, Sarawak

CLIENT 
Syarikat Kalulong Sdn Bhd

PRINCIPAL USE 
Vehicle ‘3S’ Centre

ARCHITECT FIRM 
Arkitek JFN Sdn Bhd

PROJECT PRINCIPAL
Ar. Mike Boon Chee Khian

DESIGN PERIOD
8 months 

CONSTRUCTION PERIOD 
25 months

DATE OF COMPLETION 
July 2014

SITE AREA
11,215sqm

FLOOR AREA
3,569sqm

PROJECT COST 
RM13.8 million

CONSTRUCTION 
COMPANY
Ecosteel Sdn Bhd

CIVIL ENGINEER 
Mar & Associates Sdn Bhd

M & E ENGINEER
Perunding Dynatech 
Sdn Bhd

LIGHTING
Justlight Enterprise 
Sdn Bhd

LANDSCAPING 
Silvertree Horti-Landscape

OTHER BUILDING 
CONSULTANTS 
Greenscapes Sdn Bhd 
(GBI Facilitator),
Mr Teoh Yen Seng 
(Workshop Consultant)

PHOTOGRAPHY
Wixin Photography,
Mr Ricky Kong,
Ar Mike Boon,
Syarikat Kalulong Sdn Bhd

PROJECTS TOYOTA 3S CENTRE
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 A 
CONCRETE 

RESO-
NANCE

With ribbon-like walls that seem to ‘wander’ and weave on the landscape, this structure intermixes concrete and nature 
for an interplay that’s almost intuitive. 

Text by the architects

WANDERING WALLS
BY XRANGE ARCHITECTS

Hengchun, Pingtung, Taiwan   

O
n an oceanfront-facing mountain top, between 
tall grasses and acacia forests, walls meander 
in and out of the wild and windswept land-
scape to create an eight-room retreat. Rugged, 
curvaceous concrete walls define the bound-
aries between architecture and landscape, 
wandering inside and outside to create public 

and private spaces. The retreat is thus named Wandering Walls, 
a building where the walls truly wander throughout.

Respecting that acacia trees do not survive migration or 
disturbance to their root systems, the building hugs the edge 
of a native crop of acacia trees to gently curve out towards the 
ocean. The acacia forest, providing essential wind shelter, also 
creates an ambling forest path as a unique entry experience.  

WANDERING WALLS

ARCHITECTURE
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Leading towards the entry. Photography: Lorenzo Pierucci

PROJECTS

 By using a flat slab and bearing wall structural system, the 
ribbon-like concrete walls can move in and out of the three floor 
plans independent of each other’s plan alignment. Each floor has 
a different load bearing wall plan configuration dictated by room 
layouts, views and the need for wind barrier placements. 

 On the ground floor, the wall cantilevers out of the ground-
floor to create an entry court. At the stairs, curve walls fly 4.5m 
off the second and third-floor floor plates to form a three-storey 
 suspended concrete enclosure. Here, the walls hover above 
each other but do not touch. Here, the horizon, the juncture of the 
sky, forest and ocean is revealed. Here, is also an echo chamber 
where guests are made aware of the sound of acacia leaves rus-
tling in the strong ocean winds as they move through the building.

The walls are entirely cast using flat wooden formwork  
panels with widths of 40mm, 200mm and 300mm. Along the 
length of these wandering walls, the retreat’s rustic materiality 
transitions from rough concrete to wood, metal and tiles. The 
rough cast concrete walls on the windward side have also grad-
ually smoothened out due to their constant exposure to the 
seasonal winds.

On the roof is an infinity pool with sweeping 360-degree 
panoramic views of the ocean and the surrounding mountains. An 
eco pond on the ground floor is privately enjoyed by the largest 
guest room, while also providing irrigation to the surrounding 
landscape. Natural fences formed by two-meter tall grasses and 
the surrounding Miscanthus grasslands are some of the main 
highlights of the landscape design.

The Wandering Walls nudges guests in and out of the wild 
landscapes along its curve walls, through constant shifts of light 
and shadows and the sounds of rustling acacias swaying in the 
salt-tinged winds; a returning to nature, infinite landscapes and a 
sense of permanence and grounding with the land.

An angled view of the ground floor entry. Photography: Kuo-Min Lee

Rugged, curvaceous concrete walls define the boundaries between architecture 
and landscape, wandering inside and outside to create public and private spaces.

WANDERING WALLS
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The Wandering Walls nudges guests in 
and out of the wild landscapes along its 
curve walls, through constant shifts of 
light and shadows and the sounds 
of rustling acacias swaying in the salt-
tinged winds; a returning to nature,  
infinite landscapes and a sense of 
permanence and grounding with the land.

The ground floor which flow directly to nature. Photography: Kuo-Min Lee

The rooftop pool with its sweeping vista of the mountains, at sunset. Photography: Lorenzo Pierucci Elevations

The Wandering Walls lines (which seem almost fluid) against the acacia trees. 
Photography: Lorenzo Pierucci

The balcony, which overlooks the natural landscape. Photography: Kuo-Min Lee

WANDERING WALLS
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Each floor has a different load 
bearing wall plan configuration 
dictated by room layouts, 
views and the need for wind 
barrier placements.

An aerial shot of Wandering Walls. Photography: Lorenzo Pierucci

The ‘flying walls’ at the staircase where the walls are suspended above each other. 
Photography: Kuo-Min Lee

A look into the interior where outside meets in. Photography: Kuo-Min Lee

The entryway. Photography: Kuo-Min Lee

Between the ‘flying walls’, in this void, you are able to see a sliver of the view. Photography: Lorenzo Pierucci

WANDERING WALLS

Formwork system

1F 1A 1B 1C

2A2F 2B 2C 2D

3A3F 3B 3C
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Along the length of these wandering walls, 
the retreat’s rustic materiality transitions from 
rough concrete to wood, metal and tiles. 

The staircase, and where different shapes make form. Photography: Kuo-Min Lee

A bedroom’s layout. Photography: Lorenzo Pierucci

First floor planStair section
A distinct corner of the exterior of Wandering Walls. Photography: Lorenzo Pierucci

PROJECTS WANDERING WALLS

Third floor plan

Second floor plan



120 121

LOCATION
Hengchun, Pingtung, Taiwan   

CLIENT 
Gavin Chiu

PRINCIPAL USE 
Hospitality 

ARCHITECT
XRANGE Architects

PROJECT PRINCIPAL
Grace Cheung

PROJECT TEAM
Emily Lin, 
Jason Chen, 
Miriam Park, 
Peihsuan Hsu, 
Sonia Pan, 
Beatrice Cordella, 
Edgar Navarrete         

DESIGN PERIOD
2013-2015

CONSTRUCTION PERIOD 
2016-2019

DATE OF COMPLETION 
June 2019

SITE AREA
2,800sqm

FLOOR AREA
450sqm

LIGHTING 
Unolai Lighting Design 
& Associates 

LANDSCAPING 
XRANGE Architects

OTHER BUILDING 
CONSULTANTS 
Top Technic Engineering 
Consultants Co. Ltd. 
(Structural engineers)

PHOTOGRAPHY
Kuo-Min Lee, 
Lorenzo Pierucci 

PROJECTS WANDERING WALLS

GRACE CHEUNG
FOUNDER AND PRINCIPAL ARCHITECT OF XRANGE  

Holding a Master of Architecture from Columbia University, Grace Cheung is a USA licensed architect 
living and practicing in Taipei. Prior to co-founding XRANGE with Royce YC Hong, Cheung gained 
work experience at Patkau Architects in Vancouver, Bernard Tschumi Architects in New York 
and OMA (Office for Metropolitan Architecture) in Hong Kong and Rotterdam. Born and raised in  
Sandakan, Sabah, she relocated from Malaysia to Canada in her teens. Cheung has lived, studied 
and worked in three continents; America, Europe and Asia. Seeing herself as a front-line worker in 
the challenging urban context of developing Asia, she uses her cultural fluency and international 
background to steer XRANGE towards a broad critical point of view with the methods and mate-
rials of architecture. Equally passionate about art, she is also the founder and Creative Director of 
Project Seek, a non-profit creative platform founded 2014 for emerging artists in Taiwan.
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ANALYSIS 
OF 

VARIANCE

P
art of a financial education enclave, the AICB sits 
in the quiet vicinity of the iconic Bank Negara 
Malaysia HQ, the recently completed Asia School 
of Business (ASB) campus and its residences, and 
the landmark Sasana Kijang up the road. This bank-
ing institution idyll is one the centre is corollary to, 
conspicuously evidenced by its measured stance. 

Yet to be composed doesn’t imply conformity, as some of its fea-
tures will prove. Rather, it should be considered an assemblage 
of spatial, visual and technical explorations, devised to entice 
and excite within a controlled visual framework. 

Completed in late 2020, GDP Architects’ Asian Institute of Chartered Bankers Building is a training centre of excellence 
for the banking industry. The firm’s latest opus along Jalan Dato Onn, through its multi-layered design, challenges 
conformism in the institutional building archetype.

by Nizar Musa 

AICB BUILDING
BY GDP ARCHITECTS SDN BHD

Jalan Dato Onn, Kuala Lumpur

AICB BUILDING

ARCHITECTURE
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Axonometric showing the AICB component

RHYTHM AND RESPONSE

GDP Architects, a practice whose institutional portfolio includes 
the Ministry of Finance in Putrajaya, Universiti Teknologi Petronas 
and the Kementerian Kerja Raya (KKR) Tower, won the project’s 
2016 invited design competition and saw it through to comple-
tion. GDP'S partner-in-charge Shah Iskandar Siow remarks on 
that stage, “As the sole professional body for the banking industry 
in Malaysia, AICB conducts training around the country. Cen-
tralisation of that training under one roof led to the competition 
brief, as was the requirement to house the organisation’s ten 
affiliate entities. Our scheme resolves these in a practical manner 
with the training centre in a podium component, and the affiliates 
inside a tower.”

The dictates of a narrow 3.16-acre project site, wedged be-
tween Jalan Dato Onn and KTM’s north-south railway tracks, 
funnelled those components into a 168-metre-long, 520,000-
sqft mass. The natural instinct to break down that mass was 
pragmatically translated into a trio of components, the first a 
13-storey north-end office tower that conferred unobstructed 
360-degree views of KL and the surrounding area. A seven-storey 
podium, a container of training and library functions, straddled 
the lengthy east-west mid-section, while a 240-pax auditorium 
component anchored the building’s south corner. 

The dictates of a narrow 3.16-acre project site, wedged between Jalan Dato 
Onn and KTM’s north-south railway tracks, funneled the training and affiliate 
components into a 168-metre-long, 520,000sqft mass. 

The trapezoidal AICB Building echoes the geometries of the Kementerian Kerja Raya (KKR) Tower (top right) and Asia School of Business building’s (behind AICB) building’s polygonal facade.

PROJECTS

Axonometric showing the AICB components

AICB BUILDING

Construction of AICB

Early concept sketch showing the building overlooking the city
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Viewed as an axial construct of glass-tower/stone-podium/steel-auditorium, Shah Iskandar explains the scheme’s design logic. “It’s a 
building for bankers. Conveying a sense of institution, of having 
that formality and decorum, is a given,” he says. “On the ground 
plane, at the human scale, we communicated that via the podi-
um’s street-facing colonnade, where the stone and high columns 
are classically ordered. On the other (east) side, from higher up 
you can see the curve of the podium. There’s more glass and 
steel as it sits in context to the city centre. What we try to cre-
ate within the institutional framework is rhythm, and to an extent 
contextual response, that cascades from the tower towards the 
building’s end,” he continued.

The corner-end component – housing not just the audito-
rium but also a 120-pax executive forum and training rooms – is 
entirely contextual, its modulated composite aluminium facets 
echoing the geometries of the KKR Tower further down the road, 
while simultaneously synergising with the adjacent ASB’s own 
polygonal façade treatment. “We could have wrapped the col-
onnade around that corner if we wanted to, in a traditional kind of 
way, he admits. But we wanted to express some freedom (in the 
design). By acknowledging the KKR tower and the ASB building, 
we feel we’ve left an interesting mark on Jalan Dato Onn,” said 
Shah Iskandar.

Bronze louvres produce a songket-like bas-relief above the entrance

There are green pockets and decks integrated into the building for 
socialising experiences

AICB sits atop a hill within the city’s green lung, and from this vantage point it 
overlooks KL’s skyline

Side view of the bronze louvre and aluminium panel facades

Render of the building structural design

PROJECTS

Beneath the tower, a songket-inspired bas-relief screen of bronze louvres hangs 
over the entrance, its colour a tribute to the Malaysian penny, its diamond motif 
a reference to the nearby Sasana Kijang building.

Marble colonnade with glass facades along the podium

Detail of the iconic triangulated aluminium cladding panels

Detail of the bronze louvres, in the colour of the 
Malaysian penny

AICB BUILDING
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aluminum capping
with gutter system

aluminum light shelf

L5

L6

O F F I C E

Artificial Grassaluminum vertical fin L13

RL

LMR

PROJECTS

Its atrium features breakout rooms, break areas, staircases and link bridges. Photography: Patrick Heart 

It’s an idea of linkages, of incidental 
clashes and encounters… the interior 
architecture is no longer systematic 
because it facilitates networking, 
which is the important thing.

The slanted facade, consisting of aluminium fins and pleated window panels, increases 
length of light penetration into the building

Design sketches and technical section

GDP’s exterior explorations of rhythm and response con-
tinue further. Beneath the tower, a songket-inspired bas-relief 
screen of bronze louvres hangs over the entrance, its colour a 
tribute to the Malaysian penny, its diamond motif a reference to 
the nearby Sasana Kijang building. The tower itself is a huge poly-
hedron, a trapezoidal prism whose 70-degree slanting façade 
brings natural daylight and panoramic views of downtown KL 
into affiliate offices and pocket gardens. Internal aluminium light 
shelves form part of the inclined low-E double-glazed system, 
reflecting daylight deeper into the office plate while shading the 
perimeter against direct solar insolation. 

The tower’s other elevations of unitised glazing come with 
different concatenating patterns, textural plays within the con-
forming grid. Frameless glass walls, granite cladding, glass can-
opies, five-storey-high freestanding columns – the investigations 
are numerous, yet all comport to institutional fundamentals. 

BREAKING THE MOULD 

The regimented framework eventually dissipates inside the train-
ing centre. A sweeping curved atrium, 9.5-metres wide and ver-
tically spanning the podium, is a dramatic bifurcation, separating 
the centre into east and west wings enlivened by a conflagration 
of bridges, stairs, angled niches, and cantilevered glass discus-
sion boxes. It is a tableau emancipated from the stately exterior’s 
orthographic precision. 

“We managed to convince the client that the internal spaces 
have to be more dynamic, because this is where the training occurs, 
tand where meetings both formal and informal can happen, ex-
plains Shah Iskandar of their tangential departure. It’s an idea of 
linkages, of incidental clashes and encounters. I would say the 
interior architecture is no longer systematic because it facilitates 
networking, which is the important thing,” said Shah Iskandar. 
Touchdown points, from rows of seating built into staircases to 
bespoke glass-encased breakout cubes, support this social in-
teraction as do the west wing’s 6-metre breakout areas. These 
milling zones, a mechanic GDP utilises in its retail mall designs, 
invites participant congregation during breaks and halftime peri-
ods. Their size conversely also affords optimal social distancing, 
an unexpected but welcome boon in this time of pandemic. 

Playing a vital role in animating the atrium is the lighting 
design. In lieu of customary downlights, planes of shaped mem-
brane lighting are introduced, stylishly integrated into bridges 
and balcony projections. The success of their sleek and func-
tional aesthetic lies in part to the linkages’ shallow 300mm cross 
sections, devised by C&S engineers Web Structures to allow 
midspan support of escalators and staircases without floor 
vibration. Elaborates Ng Pek Har, director at Web Structures, 
“The structural analysis and interpretation of performance is 
complex, especially when you have steel members embedded 
inside concrete. You need to determine how these two materials 
work together. Without proper analysis and understanding the 
full performance, issues of floor vibration will crop up, as well as 
potential cracking.”

An upward view, showing the lighting design which are planes of shaped membrane 
lighting. Photography: Patrick Heart 

AICB BUILDING

Structural modelling analysis of the atrium
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A SOCIAL EXPERIENCE  
       

The financial services library is arguably the AICB’s largest inter-
nal feature. Split over ground and mezzanine floors, it occupies 
a substantial footprint that, at inception, had not been sizeable, 
reveals Shah Iskandar. In the competition entry, the library was 
intentionally made small to provide more lettable space for revenue 
generation. The client however shanked this idea, necessitating 
a design revisit and the production of the current iteration on site.

Its principle draw stems from adroit positioning and layering:  
a central curvilinear glass shopfront extends a ground floor expe-
rience of walled curvatures; corresponding floor-to-ceiling book 
racks, seen through the glass, elicit scholarly charm; mini-voids 
created by the mezzanine contrive classic European bookshop 
ambience; the generously daylit reading area invites use and 
studious activity. “While the virtualisation of reading material 
has changed the way we access information, the activities and 
facilities surrounding books remain the same. To access a free 
PC, to print or use a copy machine, to meet people and discover 
new books, these are all part of the library’s social experience,” 
reflects Shah Iskandar. 

Freeing up the library’s ground floor meant taking some  
unorthodox steps. “The mezzanine level had to be partially sus-
pended, and is supported from the floor above using steel hangers, 
says Web Structures director Goh Choon Kai. For comparison, 
the atrium-side steel bridge that carries the bookshelves is a 
true hanging structure, with its steel hanger rods each being only 
16mm in diameter,” he said. The end result is refined and elegant, 
an uncluttered internal façade that showcases the library in all 
its glory. 

MANY HANDS MAKE LIGHT WORK

In tackling the AICB project, GDP relied on the collaboration, 
experience and know-how of its teams to reach a finishing line 
that was spared the brunt of the pandemic. It was especially for-
tuitous considering what had to be delivered, a building whose 
scale and complexity would demand the utmost from the firm’s 
many talents. Individual experiments on form, materiality, and 
assemblage are prolific – and there are many – yet as a collective 
are found wanting in cohesion and correlation. There is no single 
hand at work, nor is there likely to be one. For Shah Iskandar, this 
is the culture and definition of their practice.

“As an architect, you must first look at the context, and the 
people who are going to use the building. You also must have 
the right to be able to express yourself. This is the freedom we 
give our designers. The challenge of group design comes when 
all these great ideas become a single line; there reaches a point 
when you must say yes or no. If the decision is wrong, then it’s 
going to be wrong. If it’s right, then it’s right. Sure, there will always 
be perceptions on the architecture, the different languages, on 
what could be better. But there is never a perfect building. So we 
hope in this one there is more right than wrong.”

PROJECTS

View of entrance tunnel. Walls, floor and ceiling all taper and converge to the main entrance door

View of the atrium. Photography: Patrick Heart

The Library - section
Bespoke glass-encased breakout cubes in the atrium support social interaction. Photography: Patrick Heart

Axonometric showing the AICB component
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LOCATION
Jalan Dato Onn
Kuala Lumpur 

CLIENT
STF Resources Sdn Bhd 

PRINCIPAL USE
Public & Institutional 

ARCHITECT
GDP Architects Sdn Bhd 

PROJECT 
MANAGEMENT TEAM
Kamil Merican,
Ar Syed Sobri Syed Ismail,
Kamal Latif,
Shah Iskandar Siow Abdullah 
(Partner-in-charge),
Ijaz Cheah,
Ar Tengku Azam Mahmud
 
PROJECT TEAM
Tiar Ramon Abd Aziz 
(Associate),
Mohd Zainuddin,
Nur Azlina Ali Rahman,
Noor Fadila Haswani Mohd 
Mokhtar 
(Project Architect), 
Muhammad Uzair Adris,
Mohammed Norhafeez 
Mohd Yusoff,
Sarimah Muhamad Sharif, 
Mohamad Saber Kamal, 
Muhammad Fadhan 
Ahmad Najid,
Hani Pakri
 
DESIGN PERIOD
1 Year
 
CONSTRUCTION PERIOD
24 Months
 
DATE OF COMPLETION
November 2020
 
SITE AREA
3.16 Acres
 
FLOOR AREA 
47,784.4 m2
 
PROJECT COSTS
RM274,000,000
 
CIVIL ENGINEER
Web Structure (M) Sdn Bhd
 
M&E ENGINEER
Prodana Wawasan 
Consultant Engineering 
Sdn Bhd
 
QUANTITY SURVEYOR
Ukur Bahan Konsult
 
LIGHTING
Lightbox Pte Ltd
 
LANDSCAPING
Sd2 Sdn Bhd
 
OTHER CONSULTANTS
Fenestra (M) Sdn Bhd 
(Façade)
Web Earth Sdn Bhd (GBI)
 
CONTRACTOR
Pembinaan Mitrajaya 
Sdn Bhd
 
PHOTOGRAPHER
Adaptus Design System 
Sdn Bhd,
Patrick Heart

AICB now stands as a landmark along Jalan Dato Onn and Jalan Kuching

AICB BUILDINGPROJECTS
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PET HOUSE

A simple brief to carve out zones for humans to coexist with 20 animals was still made possible and relevant, turning 
the space into a home for all. 

Text by the architects

CAT HOUSE BY MINWEE ARCHITECT
Taman Salak Selatan, Kuala Lumpur

T
his corner terrace is located in the old residential 
enclave of Salak South, which at first seemed 
like an odd choice for a young couple who had 
worked overseas for the last two decades. But if 
one were to consider the proximity to neighbour-
hood shops and work, and throw in the nostalgia 
of having grown up in this area – then it actually 

turned out to be a perfectly sensible idea, especially if one ap-
preciates a locality with history and local colour. It is probably 
part of the movement to re-inhabit the city, to return to it and fill 
in the gaps left by the departed (to a better place or to the sub-
urban sprawl).

PET HOUSE

ARCHITECTURE
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Light steel frame with expanded metal 
mesh… created a sense of lightness and 
airy-ness, and visibility which does not 
compromise the privacy of the home.

Unbeknownst to those on the outside, this is a home for eighteen cats, two dogs and three humans

A transformed corner terrace house — the former roof tiles were used in the front 
gate post (left)

PROJECTS

The existing house was one we have all visited before, on cele- 
bratory Chinese New Year visits to oft-forgotten aunties in a 
difficult-to-find housing estate maze. A single-storey terrace 
with a 6.7 metre frontage, divided into two to share between the 
living room and the master bedroom, entered from the front of 
the house. This was followed by another bedroom as the living 
room flows into the dining space with the help of a room divider/
shelf. There was a third room which faced the back lane, next 

to the kitchen and toilets. The toilet and bathrooms were in two 
compartments, no doubt to cater for the number of people in the 
house. This type of spatial planning was part of the early wave of 
housing estate or ‘taman’ development to cater for a newly pros-
perous Malaysia.

This was to be a house for 18 cats, two dogs and three  
humans. There was a simple physical brief, primarily about the 
different zones to be occupied (and segregated) by the feline 
and canine residents, and also about extending the floor area of 
the existing house by adding another floor, which was eventually 
done by using steel primarily to reduce the structural weight of 
the overall construction. 

There was an understanding that the house should be easy 
to clean and maintain, and well ventilated in view of the number of 
animals. We continued to detail the external enclosure in a light 
steel frame with expanded metal mesh; creating a sense of light-
ness and airy-ness, and visibility which does not compromise the 
privacy of the home. The spaces for the human owners are en-
closed within a more traditional construction of brick and plaster.

PET HOUSE
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The use of steel mesh cages to separate spaces

The suspended steel stairs against bare red brick

There was an understanding that the 
house would be easy to clean and 
maintain, and well ventilated in view 
of the number of animals. 

The downstairs area is an indoor space with an outdoor component

Pet House has an openness to it, despite the number of occupants

The upper level is meant for the feline family members

PET HOUSE

We changed the entrance to the house from the front to 
the centre of the house, entering through a covered landscaped 
court. Entering into the centre of the house meant that the habit-
able rooms can be placed at the four corners of the floor plan, 
where they have views and privacy. The living and dining space 
is central to the activities of this house: it is an indoor space with 
an outdoor component – the screened terrace that extends into 
the garden where the steel mesh doors are opened. The kitchen 
and toilet are retained in their original position with the new toilets 
stacked on top of the existing ones to ease piping connections. 
A small courtyard is carved out of the building envelope next to 
the kitchen, to provide cross-ventilation and house water tanks 
and pumps. 

The upstairs floor plan is almost identical to the ground floor, 
with one difference where the kitchen is replaced by a studio and 
workspace. It overlooks the courtyard which helps to ventilate 
the space and provides a secondary source of natural light. The 
family space upstairs is mostly for the feline family, where they 
live, eat, sleep and play.

We initially had a more dynamic architectural outlook for the house, but the local authorities required us to emulate the existing 
pitched roof-scape of the neighbourhood. This explains the 
roof-form of the new house; the double gables running along the 
length of the house. This was used to great advantage in creating 
tall vaulted ceilings for the upstairs rooms, adding again to the 
overall aura of lightness of the house.

The construction budget was modest despite the relatively 
large floor areas. The floor finish is cement render and the soffits 
of concrete slabs are left unfinished. There are small areas of ex-
travagance such as the suspended steel stairs (easier to clean 
under) against a backdrop of bare red bricks (we retained the ex-
isting party wall and built an independent structure in front of it). 
Otherwise the house is an exercise in restraint, using only five 
major materials: concrete, steel, aluminium and glass, brick. The 
old roof tiles were re-constructed as the front gate post.

The owners moved in at the end of 2019, and appear to have 
settled into their routine. The cats live upstairs separated by a 
steel mesh screen from the dogs who live downstairs; the humans 
live in the rooms when they are allowed to (by the cats).
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We initially had a more 
dynamic architectural 
outlook for the house, 
but the local authorities 
required us to emulate the 
existing pitched roof-scape 
of the neighbourhood. This 
explains the roof-form of 
the new house; the double 
gables running along the 
length of the house.

The construction budget was modest despite the relatively large floor areas… 
the house is an exercise in restraint, using only five major materials: concrete, 
steel, aluminium, glass and brick.

Pet House under construction

Former front view

The building, while still being constructed

PET HOUSE

First Floor

Ground Floor

Long Section Front Elevation
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LOCATION
Taman Salak Selatan, 
Kuala Lumpur

CLIENT 
Mike and Winnie

PRINCIPAL USE 
Residence

ARCHITECT
Minwee Architect

Project Principal
Wee Hii Min

PROJECT TEAM
Lee Peng Hui, 
Ileana Quiroz, 
Sean Wee

DESIGN PERIOD
3 months

CONSTRUCTION PERIOD 
12 months

DATE OF COMPLETION 
Oct 2019

SITE AREA
265sqm

FLOOR AREA
360sqm

PROJECT COST 
RM800,000

CONSTRUCTION 
COMPANY
Chew Heng Yip CTL 
Building Culture Sdn Bhd

CIVIL ENGINEER 
CJ Consult

PHOTOGRAPHY
Michael Wong,
Sean Wee

Pet House at night

PET HOUSE
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UNITED 
HIVE

THE HIVE

The Hive features an eye-catching geometric façade and a thoughtfully designed steel structure to make it a convergence 
point for leisure, community and fun in the local township. 

Text by the architects

DISCOVERY PARK – THE HIVE 
BY SHAFIKZAMAN ARCHITECT
Dengkil, Selangor

T
he Hive is a small neighbourhood mall located in 
Bandar Gamuda Cove that houses a plethora of 
local F&B outlets within a single unique structure. 
It occupies a corner site which gives it a strategic 
visual and physical presence and also facilitates 
access. This building acts as the anchor and main 
entry point for the other buildings and structures 

in the vicinity. It was designed to be the first of many buildings 
within the site – a catalyst of sorts. 

The entire development was intended as a leisure and family 
activity destination for the upcoming township. Being public and 
social in nature, the building incorporates multiple access points 
along its periphery for ease of access and entry. Vehicular access is 
restricted to the front and outer sides of the building. The protec-
tive glazed canopies in these locations have been extended to 
provide shelter for the corresponding drop-off areas. These also 
emphasise the hexagon form. 

ARCHITECTURE
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The Hive blends seamlessly with its landscape design

On the inner side of the building, the main body opens out 
onto the central plaza which houses the ‘Aerobar’. Services are  
restricted to the rear of the building and the service zone is 
closed off with a series of landscaped feature walls which help 
to conceal the more private aspects of the building.

Centralised parking is provided close to the building, con-
nected with covered pedestrian linkages. Generous landscaping 
is also integrated along these paths to make the overall experi-
ence more welcoming for visitors. Coach access and parking are 
provided in anticipation of the large tourist groups for which the 
place was designed.

Shops are arranged along the outer edges of the ground 
and first floors. This leaves the central space open to allow for a 
multitude of events and activities. Al fresco decks and terraces 
spill out from within the shops which integrate the internal and 
external spaces. The floor plan is straightforward and simple to 
facilitate complete flexibility in terms of shop layout and use. 

A feature steel staircase is located at the end of the cen-
tral atrium. This stairway takes people up from the middle of the 
ground floor and then disperses them equally to the left and to 
the right of the first floor. The perimeter railing on the first floor 
of the atrium is secured with a metal screen, which carries down 
seamlessly along the edges of the atrium to conceal service 
pipework and conduits. The railing is designed to be as unobtru-
sive as possible so as to maximise the views back down onto the 
open atrium.

The landscape design was integral to the building design 
and was considered even before valuable inputs from the land-
scape architect. The surrounding landscaping was carefully con-
sidered and layered, to provide a buffer from the strong winds 
and sun present at the site while minimising visual interference 
to the shop. Safe cycling and jogging tracks were also integrated, 
complementing the leisure aspects of the development and the 
facilities on offer.

The functional and almost predictable layout of the building 
is the perfect foil for creating a more eye-catching and memo-
rable façade. The form of The Hive taps onto the strong imagery 
and instantly recognisable geometry of gable roofs. The design 
is given a twist with its extensive use of steel and metal as well 
as the emphasis of the hexagonal form, which ties in nicely with 
the practical need for pitched roofs to drain water effectively It is 
a deceptively simple building which relies on the repetitive juxta-
position of extruded hexagons – an unusual design that leaves an 
indelible impression on visitors.

Cross section

The form of The Hive taps onto 
the strong imagery and instantly 
recognisable geometry of the
gable roofs. 

West elevation
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The various hexagonal structures on the periphery of the 
building enclose the flanking shops within. These structures then 
merge into a central barrel vault which encloses the mall atrium. 
Along the external edges of this barrel vault, and placed cen-
trally in between the gable roofs, are a series of skylights which 
take on the form of three interlinked hexagons. These skylights 
are carefully proportioned to allow gentle daylight illumination 
during the day and create a light-sprinkled roof at night. This was 
intended to provide an extra dimension for visitors looking down 
onto the building from the Aerobar in the central plaza. 

What results is a free-flowing, two-storey, hangar-like 
structure with a large and tall central space and generous natural 
daylight and ventilation. This voluminous space is encapsulated 
in a grand structure which enables it to serve as the local land-
mark. Generous balconies and canopies protrude out from the 
first floor. These again emphasise the social nature of the build-
ing and are an overt gesture to interact with the outside spaces.

The use of steel as a primary structural solution allows the 
building to project an overall character of lightness. The façade 
is made up almost entirely of tall glass windows and a series 
of metal and polycarbonate screens, allowing various levels of 
opacity and transparency depending on the time of day and an-
gle of view. All at once, this also allows it to be transparent during 
the day and to glow at night. 

Another welcome advantage of steel was the speed and relative ease of erection: 
factory-assembled and fabricated components also meant that much of the finished 
product has a crisp and controlled look to the finish. This resulted in a more refined end 
product overall with stricter adherence to quality control and quality assurance practic-
es. This also helped reduce heavy reliance on manpower and is to a large extent a green-
er, less impactful means of construction.

On its own, the building casts a distinctive silhouette in the natural skyline. It is 
visible from the incoming motorway and acts as an appropriate introduction to the 

new township. Together with its neighbouring structures, 
it plays a pivotal part within a harmonious composition of 
modest yet impactful buildings. The Hive has an almost 
paternal-like role in pulling together the various individual 
buildings in the development and ensuring that they come 
together in unison.

The floor plan is straightforward and simple to facilitate complete flexibility in 
terms of shop layout and use.

Roof plan

First floor plan

Ground floor plan

The use of steel and tall glass windows allows it to have varying levels of opacity at different times of the day

An aerial view of the roof An early sketch

A view of its hexagonal steel-framed facade

THE HIVE
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Shops are arranged along the outer edges 
of the ground and first floors. This leaves the 
central space open to allow for a multitude 
of events and activities.

The interior of The Hive

A twilight view

Corner railing detail

How the folding facade interplays with the landscape

How the folding facade interplays with the landscape

The drop-off point

THE HIVE
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LOCATION
Dengkil, Selangor

CLIENT 
Gamuda Land Sdn Bhd

PRINCIPAL USE 
Commercial

ARCHITECT
ShafikZaman Architect

PROJECT PRINCIPAL
Ar Shafik bin Kamarulzaman

PROJECT TEAM
Lim Sher Reen,
Emil Johan Ismail,
Soh Wan Lin,
Heng Yan Chao,
Muhammad Asyraf 
bin Zakaria

DESIGN PERIOD
6 months

CONSTRUCTION PERIOD 
12 months

DATE OF COMPLETION 
December 2019

SITE AREA
10,000sqm

FLOOR AREA
5,000sqm

PROJECT COST 
RM12 million

CONSTRUCTION 
COMPANY
Lim Hoo Seng Construction 
Sdn Bhd

CIVIL ENGINEER 
NS Prefab Consultancy

M & E ENGINEER
Alliance MEP Sdn Bhd

QUANTITY SURVEYOR
Unitech QS Consultancy 
Sdn Bhd

LANDSCAPING 
Convergence by Design 
(M) Sdn Bhd

PHOTOGRAPHY
ShafikZaman Architect, 
Rupajiwa Studio

PROJECTS THE HIVE



154 155BALAU HOUSE

AIR 
         SPACE

In this unfolding story about a house and how it came to be, what is revealed is the importance of good relationships, 
continuity and air flow.  

Text by AM as told by the designer

BALAU HOUSE BY SESHAN DESIGN SDN BHD AND SYARAWI ARCHITECT
IN COLLABORATION WITH NAZAR ARCHITECT

Damansara Heights, Kuala Lumpur

B
uilding a house is a process often fraught with 
fear, pitfalls and unpredictable outcomes, and 
the stories are legendary. It’s a complex relation-
ship between architect and client, one in which no 
school of architecture properly prepares you. The 
engagement calls for an intense relationship be-
tween two parties, often new to each other, binding 

each in a raw and intimate association requiring trust, belief and 
honesty. Like a blind date, when the outcomes have been good, 
even exceeding expectations, it is cause for celebration. Build-
ing a house is much like relationship building. And unlike a public 
building or commercial enterprise, building a house is a very per-
sonal undertaking, to encapsulate and project the qualities of the 
owners. As remarked by famed Finnish architect Juhani Pallasmaa, 
“the door handle is the handshake of the building”. 

In the Balau House featured here, the clients are repeat  
clients of designer Ramesh Seshan of Seshan Design. They 
were, in fact, the second client of the design firm when it started 
out as a one-man-show back in 2008. That very first introductory  
project was a small townhouse refurbishment in Bangsar while 
both the owners were still dating. A few years later, after marriage, 

ARCHITECTURE
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Street view

PROJECTS

The existing gradient of the site was a good three metres higher than the entry 
road which presented itself ideally for a sub-basement lower ground covered 
carpark garage. 

they crossed the valley to Damansara Heights and purchased a 
semi-detached house there, and once again approached Seshan 
to undertake the renovation project. Fast forward to 2018 and 
having outgrown the home with two kids in tow, they felt it was 
time to move towards a purpose-built family home for themselves. 

The process began with both client and consultant “shopping” 
for the ideal site. After inspecting half a dozen sites for suitability, 
they collectively settled on this one on Jalan Balau. The key factors 
were privacy, security and a plot that could fit in a lap pool for 
serious swimming. The project was also to be a rush job as the 
client’s strategy was to sell their previous residence and to move 
into the new house as soon as possible, to minimise expenses 
for a rental home and temporary storage in the interim. A portion 
of the new house had to be partially completed first to receive 
their collection of furniture and large items: everything had to be 
planned and completed just-in-time. A collaboration team includ-
ing Syarawi Architect with Nazar Architect was then formed.

The chosen site was a 10,375sq ft long and narrow lot on 
an East-West axis with the entrance facing East and the site ta-
pering slightly to the West. The existing gradient of the site was 
a good three metres higher than the entry road which presented 
itself ideally for a sub-basement lower ground covered carpark 
garage. The neighbour's house on the right (North side) was no-
ticeably situated closer and was on higher ground. The house 
on the left (South side) however, was built further away from the 
boundary and on a lower level. This dictated that the swimming 
pool would be aligned on the South side of the property, resulting 
in an inverted  “L” shaped building. 

The clients are active in sports (hence the 20m lap pool) and 
host regular yoga classes with friends. A two-storey high indoor 
sports wall climbing system was relocated from their previous 
home and installed in the new one. The ideal arrangement was 
for the gym and yoga space to face the pool, with the climbing 
wall system incorporated in it. A big powder room with a large 
shower was introduced to cater for events such as pool parties 
where friends would also bring their children. 

Entrance to the house is via the lower ground car porch en-
trance through an inviting entrance lobby. The car porch roof then 
became a front lawn for the house where the kids could hang out. 
Water features were introduced to create the soothing sound of 
water for this front garden and to also let natural light down into 
carpark below, the base of the water feature being laminated 
glass. The top of the stairs has a full jacked roof skylight to allow 
natural light to penetrate to the lower ground, and also creates a 
four-storey stack effect as hot air rises and escapes through the 
overlapping glass just under the skylight. 

The side steps leading from the covered  basement garage
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The East view looking out to the neighbours and buildings of Damansara Heights
The front lawn of the house above the garage

Double windowOperable louvre facades

The ground floor was designed to cater to entertaining. The 
foyer space would lead to either the gym and pool deck, or to the 
open double-volume living room, which leads on to the dining, 
show kitchen and beyond. The service zone is tucked behind the 
dry kitchen. 

There are two double-volume spaces in the house to create 
the illusion of an expansive space and maintain a continuity of 
different zones. The first is the living room with the double height 
brick wall crowned with a signature eight-foot diameter Airegard 
fan above. This anchors the heart of the house, allowing a line 
of sight from the family room above into the formal living spac-
es below. The family room is outfitted with customised louvred 
shutters to provide for visual and sound privacy.

The second double volume space is above the gym to allow 
for the indoor climbing wall. Originally the master bedroom was 
situated directly above the gym to have both the view of the pool 
and down into this double volume wall climbing space. During 
one of the site meetings after the slabs of the house were con-
structed, the clients noticed that the East view from the first floor 
level was rather attractive, so the layout was tweaked to have 
the main bedroom face due East and the study take the spot with 
the pool view and open up onto the gym's climbing wall.

The two children’s rooms occupy the far West end of the 
first floor, both with views to the South towards the pool. The top 
half floor is the designated Guest Floor consisting of the ‘granny 
flat’ suite with a bedroom, lounge, pantry and bathroom, outdoor 
garden and additional room. The roof garden slab also has a 
narrow skylight which channels daylight into the master ward-
robe below.  

There are two double-volume spaces in the house to create the illusion of an 
expansive space and maintain a continuity of different zones.

outer glass aluminium casement 
window panel

mild steel bracket connecting chs 
support to casement window

outer aluminium window frames

25mm dia. chs support

inner casement window panel w/
security mesh infill

security mesh infill

50x50mm mild steel rhs pull 
handle

custom mild steel frame to allow 
chs support to pass through

30mm wide x 3mm thk hairline 
stainless steel guide plate

'teraflex' indoor sports flooring
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In terms of the interior design, the clients knew exactly what they 
needed, after having undergone three refurbishment projects. The 
living room's main feature wall was to be a rustic mix of sourced 
raw bricks in the right tones as a contrast to the rest of the house 
designed sleek and finished. An unexpected, unplanned surprise 
was the customised dining table laid with an exotic Olivio (Italian 
Olive tree) veneer in burl cut and book matched. Seshan explains 
with amusement that when the veneers were put together and 
arranged, a little teddy bear appeared! 

Upon commencement of works on site, there were the usual 
delays due to bad weather but it was the pandemic lockdown 
that put a major halt to progress. The first major lockdown in 
March 2020 stopped everything. The contractors managed 
to obtain MITI approvals to resume limited works and the pri-
ority was to finish up the ID works as much as possible so the 
clients could move in, which they finally did in early June 2020. 
At the time of this article, the landscaping works were unfortu-
nately not fully completed as Malaysia plunged into another two 
rounds of lockdowns, so everyone is looking forward to seeing 
that completed after normality returns.

The house was designed to have sufficient natural lighting and 
natural ventilation through passive means as much as possible. Accord-
ing to Seshan, “for lighting, we tried as much as possible to open up 
the spaces, and the double volumes and skylights are very effective. As 
the walls were going up, we also tweaked and added some openings 
to get the most amount of lighting in (especially at the lower ground 
area) but at the same time adjusting for the harsh heat of the Western 
sun (for the kids’ rooms at the end)”. 

Ensuring sufficient cross-ventilation throughout the house was 
a careful, comprehensive exercise. The main stack above the home 
elevator lift and stairs allows hot air to rise and escape at the highest 
point. To ensure air flows enter and pass through every single space, 
every window or sliding door in every space, corridor and wall needed 
to have at least a single panel (albeit narrow) of the proprietary ad-
justable louvres customised to fit. The louvres promotes continuous 
air flow even during the heaviest storms when every other casement 
window or sliding door had to be closed. For each of the louvre panels, 
security mesh were incorporated to double up as insect screens to 
prevents mosquitoes and other creepy crawlies from entering.  

The designers also developed a sliding device within the bed-
room doors themselves, with a small sliding panel that could be slid 
open to allow cross ventilation. Steel slats in front of the openings allow 
for privacy and security. Bathroom doors have built-in fixed louvred 
slots at the base.

While a VRV air conditioning system was provided, the climac-
tic design of the house is calibrated for maximum natural air flow and 
cross ventilation to eliminate heat build-up. With fans helping to dis-
tribute the air more evenly for comfort, the air conditioning doesn't 
have to work hard to get the room temperature down to comfort level. 
With the house being sufficiently insulated, the indoor air remains 
freshly cool for a longer period so the duration of air con running active 
is greatly reduced, thus reducing overall electrical consumption. Since 
the clients moved in, they have only used the air con once. 

BALAU HOUSEPROJECTS

An unexpected, unplanned surprise was the customised dining table laid with an 
exotic Olivio (Italian Olive tree) veneer in burl cut and book matched… when the 
veneers were put together and arranged, a little teddy bear appeared! 

Sliding door with vent panel

The ‘teddy bear’ appearing on the dining table

Custom-fitted storage units

Dining room

The double volume living and dining space

Room and bathroom 

Isometric detail of custom door with 
integrated sliding vent panel
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TL Projects Management 
Sdn Bhd (491500-X)

No.1A, Jalan Helang Sewah, 
Kepong Baru, 52100 K.L

Tel: 03-6275 5850 
Fax: 03-6275 8633

Email: tlpmsdnbhd@yahoo.com

MASTER 
HOME 
BUILDER
new build & 
renovations

TL Projects Management 
Sdn Bhd (491500-X)

No.1A, Jalan Helang Sewah, 
Kepong Baru, 52100 K.L

Tel: 03-6275 5850 
Fax: 03-6275 8633

Email: tlpmsdnbhd@yahoo.com

MASTER 
HOME 
BUILDER
new build & 
renovations

LOCATION
Damansara Heights, 
Kuala Lumpur
 
DESIGN CONSULTANTS
Seshan Design Sdn Bhd 
and Syarawi Architect
in collaboration with 
EXECUTIVE ARCHITECTS
Nazar Architect

PROJECT LEADERS
Ramesh Seshan
Ar Azlan Syarawi

DESIGN TEAM
Chace Au Yong Mun Wah
(Project Coordinator),
Paul J Moses,
Helsa Josephine,
Jessica Liew Sue Ann,
Goh Heng Shen,
Benjamin Ngai, 
Hatin Ahmed,
Ashhar Haidar

DESIGN PERIOD  
6 months

CONSTRUCTION PERIOD
January 2019 
to August 2020
15 months (+3 months 
due to first MCO)

SITE AREA
964sqm

BUILT UP AREA
902.4sqm 

PROJECT COST
Undisclosed

PROJECT CONSULTANTS
Civil Engineer
Ir. P. Krishnakumar

LANDSCAPE CONSULTANT 
AND WORKS
VR3-D Sdn Bhd

MAIN BUILDING CONTRACTOR
TL Projects Management 
Sdn Bhd

ID CONTRACTOR
DecoNine Sdn Bhd

DOOR AND WINDOW 
ALUMINIUM WORKS
SK Windor Sdn Bhd

TIMBER FLOORING AND 
EXTERNAL POOL DECKING
Supplied and Installed by Lianz 
Surfaces Sdn Bhd

ARITCO PLATFORM LIFT
Wiitrac Elevator Sdn Bhd

SPECIALIST VENEER SUPPLIER
Plaintree Wood Products Sdn Bhd 

TILES
Feruni Ceramiche Sdn Bhd 
and others

PEST CONTROL / TERMITE 
TREATMENT
Nexus Master Sdn Bhd

AIREGARD FAN FOR LIVING ROOM
Gard Inc Sdn Bhd

PHOTOGRAPHY
Rupajiwa Studio

Lower ground floor Ground floor

First floor Second floor

Roof plan
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SK WINDOR SDN BHD 
(1130801-K)

No. 63, Jalan Andalas 1, 
Kaw. Perindustrian Ringan Andalas,

Pekan Senawang, 
70450 Seremban, 

Negeri Sembilan Darul Khusus, 
Malaysia.

ALUMINIUM 
WINDOW & DOOR 

SPECIALIST

tel: 06-6796633
email: office.goldenhorse@gmail.com

email: aysk88@hotmail.com

(200801031667)

No. 13, Jalan Budiman, Budiman Business Park, 
Bandar Sungai Long, 43000 Kajang, Selangor, Malaysia.

tel: +603 86898018
fax: +603 87417300 

email: info@AireGard.com
website: www.AireGard.com

VALUE IN THE HEART OF AIREGARD HVLS FAN

Powered by the latest technology in advance gearless drive, the AireGard 
NeoDrive PMSM motor wield unmatched airflow performance, complimented 
with aviation grade magnalium blades and world class grade component, it 
packs with standards & perfection for your comfort.
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Cheras Showroom (HQ)
No.6, Jalan 9, 
Taman Len Sen, 
56000, Kuala Lumpur
Tel  : +603-91056066
Fax : +603-91056088

www.surfaces.net.my
1300-88-FLOOR(35667)

| Engineered Timber Flooring

| WPC Decking Systems

SOLID TIMBER
| Solid Timber Flooring

Deco Nine Sdn Bhd
232, Jalan Seragam, Taman United,
58200 Kuala Lumpur

+603 79728076
deconine@gmail.com

CUSTOM 
ID FIT-OUT
commercial | residential projects

Plaintree Wood Products 
Sdn Bhd
7, Jalan SS13/3C, Subang Jaya,
47500 Subang Jaya, Selangor

+603 5635 1866, +603 5635 4866
plaintree7@gmail.com

“Purveyor of fine timber 
veneer, custom made to 
realise your imagination”
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“Many things are delayed, put on 
hold... due to the MCO. We ought 
to think about new ways of working 
for sustainability and adapting to the 
new norms. Design wise, architects 
would need to consider and formulate 
creative new ideas for buildings. The 
pandemic has changed how people 
interact or counteract with their live/
work spaces. It has especially affected 
high-rise living. The question now is 
how do we design cost-effective and 
affordable spaces which are sensitive 
to the current situation?”

What is your idea of perfect happiness?
The company of family and friends.

What is the trait you most deplore in yourself?
Striving for perfection. 

What is the quality you most like in a woman?
Beauty and being a considerate person.

What is your greatest fear?
Failure.

What do you hope for most for the future?
Peace and respect in the current world and the world 
to come. 

What did you last eat?
Roti canai and an assortment from the cheese board.

Which talent would you most like to have?
Politics, to help propel our country forward in the area of 
built environment; better policies for our cities to make 
this country more livable by world standards.

What is your biggest regret?
Not doing a double degree back at university. 

What is your current state of mind?
Unfinished business that needs to be settled. 

Ar Hud Bakar, 58
Principal, Managing & Design Director 

RSP Architects, Kuala Lumpur

Architecture, by its very nature, privileges and celebrates the buildings and cities produced by the architectural 
profession. Every project, built or un-built, is the result of a multitude of players, some known but most anonymous 
and faceless, whose contributions to the built environment are no less important or effective. Here, AM features a 

random selection of six profiles from our constituency of Architecture from all over the country. 
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CROSS SECTION
A look at the people 

in Architecture
CROSS SECTION
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Ar Chan Wan Lai, 37
Partner, Ruang Architects, 
Johor Bahru

“With the world coming to a halt since the outbreak of 
Covid-19 in 2020, I’ve come to realise how incredibly 
fragile and precious life is. The pandemic has given us 
a chance to reflect on our lives and rethink what truly 
matters to us. As people start to discover a renewed 
appreciation for their families, I foresee more attention 
will be given on improving our living environments in 
the post-pandemic era.”

What is your idea of perfect happiness?
Health and peace. 

What is the trait you most deplore in yourself?
Stubbornness. 

What is your greatest fear?
Covid-19 pandemic 

What do you hope for most for the future?
World peace and less disasters. 

What did you last eat?
Dumplings & coffee. 

Which book would you like to read next?
AM.

Which talent would you most like to have?
Martial arts. 

What is your biggest regret?
Not being so young anymore.  

What is your current state of mind?
Being young.
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What is your idea of perfect happiness? 
A well-arranged space without any mess.

What is the trait you most deplore in yourself?
Not being daring enough to create opportunities.  

What is your greatest fear?
Having to face a task I dread and needing a lot of 
courage to face it. 

What did you last eat?
Cucur udang from a road-side stall!

Which book would you like to read next?
Malaysian Specialist Intellectual Property and  
Construction Courts. It’s a book with a lot of facts…  
that’s why it still remains as ‘book to read next’. 

Which architect do you most admire?
Vietnamese architects. I just love the way they work  
with natural materials.  

What is your most treasured possession?
My faith. 

Which talent would you most like to have?
To pick things up fast! 

What is your biggest regret?
Not furthering my masters at MIT. 

“As an architect, educator and mother, I’m constantly 
thinking on how to improve my lifestyle to have more 
time and energy to cope with all my different roles. 
Due to the current MCO, I have a bit of extra time and 
plenty of DIY ideas for my garden and home, for example 
paving for a side gate, refurbishing some old items at 
home, recycling old materials to give them a second 
life and so on.”
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Ar Mak Chee Chong, 59+
Architect, Mak Arkitek Konsult,

Sabah
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“Amidst all the talk about how change is inevitable, the notion of 
status quo is dead. We should be rethinking and rebuilding new 
values for humanity by shedding away the unnecessary laws, 
rules, red tape, SOP, notions, ideals, slogans, baggage, burdens, 
associations/dissociations, discriminations, differentiations, 
classifications, categorisations, quantity over quality, tangible 
over intangible, material over being, exploitation, capitalisation, 
domination, etc. We ought to be guided by our collective humanity 
and compassion for all the beings in this world.”

What is your idea of perfect happiness?
Being in the zone, LSD* optional (Limited Slip 
Differential, not the chemical).

What is the quality you most like in a woman?
Gentleness and sublime wit.

What is your greatest fear?
Becoming a vegan.

What do you hope for most for the future?
Respect and ‘wealth’ not measured by money or 
assets; real or virtual.

What did you last eat?
Home-cooked maggi mee goreng with 
gyozas (dumplings).

Which book would you like to read next? 
The one that sticks out on the bookshelves of my 
online meeting backdrop.

Which architect do you most admire?
IM Pei, a person of the epoch, more than just  
his architecture.

What is your most treasured possession?
Family aside, a half-century old movie projector 
left behind by Dad.

What is your biggest regret?
I went all the way to Istanbul and missed out on 
entering the Hagia Sophia. Sigh.
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What is your idea of perfect happiness? 
Getting things right at the right time. 

What is the trait you most deplore in yourself? 
Being meticulous even at the 11th hour. 

What is the quality you most like in a man? 
Charisma. 

What is your greatest fear? 
Losing passion to pursue my goals.

What do you hope for most for the future?  
More respect for the architectural profession. 

Which book would you like to read next? 
How to Deal with Difficult People: Smart Tactics 
for Overcoming the Problem People in Your Life. 

Which architect do you most admire? 
Takaharu Tezuka (architect in the blue T-shirt).

Which talent would you most like to have? 
Chinese calligraphy. 

What is your biggest regret?   
Giving up Biology in secondary school.

“I am constantly thinking about survival and the what-ifs 
if I were to choose the road less travelled in my profession. 
I arrived at this thought as I noticed contradictions and 
misconceptions about architects, from Baby Boomers to 
Generation Z. Is it better to be a generalist, jack-of-all-
trades, master of none — or to be a specialist in a niche or 
two? It's an interesting thought in a time of great changes 
in technology and mindsets.”

174 CROSS SECTION

Adeline Chan, 32
Graduate Architect, SM Ooi Architect, 
Penang

Ar Tang Hsiao Seak, 54
Co-founder, Director, Tangu Architecture Sdn Bhd,

Petaling Jaya
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What is your idea of perfect happiness? 
Giving, and you need to look hard for the silver lining.

What is the trait you most deplore in yourself? 
 Not being able to say NO.

What is the quality you most like in a man?
Humility and without ego.

What is your greatest fear?
 Losing the five basic senses.

What do you hope for most for the future?
Priority to our environment. 

What did you last eat?
Chef Amril’s specialty kambing rebus bakar

What is your most treasured possession?
My mother bought me a sapphire stone when I was 
born ‘25’ years ago and made a beautiful ring out of it… 
and Hypercurl mascara. *wink*

What is your biggest regret?
Unable to play any musical instruments or else I would 
be a rock star!

What is your current state of mind?
Eat, sleep, RIDE & DIVE, repeat...
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“Live life to the fullest and continuously seek the ‘new-
ness’ outside of the comfort zone and wait for the 
magic to happen at every step of the way. Hoping that 
we are able to overcome Covid-19 and to adapt to the 
new norm creatively. Be positive always.”
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