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Central Market, Kuala Lumpur 
A case study for Adaptive Reuse 

futroduction 
Malaysia, a rapidly developing middle in
come country with US$1,996 per capita 
(1984) and a population of 15.7 million 
(1985), is located in South-East Asia - the 
fastest growing sub-region in the Third 
World during the last two decades. The 
Federal capital, Kuala Lumpur, presently 
has a population of about 1.1 million 
(1984) and is increasing rapidly. The city 
has become known for its pace of urban 
development and fast changing skyline. 

Recently, something different hap
pened. What had been earmarked for de
molition for another office tower in the 
city was miraculously spared. By keeping 
the old Central Market and adapting it for 
reuse, the developer, Harta Bumi Sdn 
Bhd, assumed the poet's role to "rekindle 
old dreams" (freely adapting Pablo Neru
da's words). 

Background 
The "old dream" was for years Kuala 
Lumpur's wet market for fresh meat, fish, 
vegetables and other produce at the lowest 
prices. Its days were numbered when 
City Hall armounced the building of three 
new markets in the outlying residential 
suburbs where the growing population 
has moved. The Central Market, together 
with the old shophouses north and south 
of it acquired by the Urban Development 
Authority (UDA), was to be demolished 
for Dayabumi Phase V, a multi-million 
dollar development of highrise offices, 
hotel and shops. 

Concerned citizens' groups like Badan 
Warisan Malaysia/Heritage of Malaysia 
Trust campaigned without success for its 
conservation and possible reuse at the 
home of Malaysia's National Art Gallery, 
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which was about to be evicted from its 
premises in late 1983. However, by 1985, 
with the economic downturn coupled 
with the glut of office and commercial 
space on the property market, the Gov
ernment agreed to the developer's propos
al to save the Central Market and tum it 
into a "cultural market", the term used by 
the Minister of Public Enterprise, Datin 
Paduka Rafidah Aziz at the public signing 
in August, 1985 between UDA and the 
developer. The agreement is for a seven
year lease with a minimal arumal rental 
and the developer had to pay for all im
provement costs. When the Central Mar
ket reopened its doors for business on 15th 
April 1986 on its 50th anniversary, Kuala 
Lumpur could indeed boast that it had its 
own Covent Garden like other world 
models: Boston's Fanueil Hall Market 
Place, San Francisco's Ghiradelli Square 
& Fisherman's Wharf, and the New 
York City's South Street Seaport. 

The Central Market is not "old" as 
heritage buildings go. The city has far 
older and more historically and 
architecturally interesting buildings. Gov
ernment has in fact taken the lead to con
serve some of the city's heritage buildings 
and adapted them for reuse: two prime 
examples are: the Industrial Court Build
ing, (1898) - originally Chow Kit 
Emporium, renovated 1982; Bangunan 
Sultan Abdul Samad High Courts, (1894-
97) - formerly State Secretariat, reno
vated 1983. 

These are, nevertheless, govemment
owned buildings renovated for reuse as 
government departments, in the above 
cases for the judicial services. The Central 

View ~f the Central Mm'ket Fom across the river. 
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Left: Two different facades taken ji'om the sOf4th

east; the main entrance is on the l~fi. 

Left, helow: Main entrance. 

Photographs: Molly Sung. 

Left, hottom: Details of the moulded ji'ieze and the 

stepped motif decoration. 

Market is however the first case of a pri
vate developer's adaptive reuse of an old 
building, albeit leased, for commercial de
velopment on such a scale. 

Our Clients 
A company, Lanro Bmni Sdn Bhd, was 
formed to carry out this project. The 
Chairman, Tengku Abdullah Ibni 
Tuanku Abdul Rahman is a well
respected businessman and a member of 
the royal family of the State of Negeri 
Sembilan. His sense of history together 
with his detached yet effective guiding 
hand have provided the essential assurance 
for the project to be realised. Dr. Goh Pohf 

Seng the Managing Director, is a world
known Singapore poet and writer. His 
idealism, his understanding of the per
forming arts and his deep appreciation of 
the intrinsic values of old buildings as well 
as the intuitive understanding of the ess
ence of liveable public places (perhaps de
v~loped from the indulgence in Irish pubs 
during his students days) have con
tinuously demanded sometimes taxingly 
the needed design response from his hard
pressed consultants. 

Quickly, the client assembled an effec
tive and dedicated supporting team to per
form a variety of tasks from project man
agement, marketing and publicity, to 
building management, accounting and 
tenant co-ordination. The executive direc
tor, Nick Lough, a young British Muslim 
convert with strong business background, 
also acts as the Project Manager. His de
dication and incredible energy, together 
with his frequent, forceful and effective 
use of the big stick, have successfully con
tributed towards achieving what many 
thought was an impossible pre
determined opening dateline. 

Progratnme 
At the end of April 1985, a brief feasibility 
study was produced and agreed upon as 
the basis for design decisions. A report 
with a concept design was submitted in 
mid June, accepted by the clients , and 
official approval from UDA was given on 
8th July. Tender documentation took less 
than two months. Tenders were called on 
28th August and awarded on 30th 



Right: Detail oj the stepped motif infill at the main 
entrance. 
Photograph: Molly Sung 

September. Site possession was scheduled 
on 3rd October. But due to some admi
nistrative mix-up, the contractor did not 
move in until 9th October and the entire 
site was not available until the poultry 
section cleared out on 22nd October. The 
official "re-opening" was on 15th April 
1986 in time for the Pacific Asia Travel 
Association (PATA) meeting. The whole 
process took slightly under 12 months! 

This compressed time-span could only 
have been achieved with the govern
ment's full support. From the country's 
highest authority down through State and 
City administrations, cooperation and 
clearances from the various government 
departments were made easier. While all 
statutory and bye-law requirements were 
complied with, this ensured that work 
could proceed while waiting for formal 
approvals. 

To achieve the desired financial and 
design objectives, major marketing 
changes and plan adjustments had to be 
made continuously during the short con
struction period. Design development 
drawings, service co-ordination and un
foreseen authority requirements were all 
being processed after the commencement 
of building works. The decisions to accept 
the exposed service ductworks, to use 
strong forms and colours and to clearly 
define usage and plan arrangements have 
together produced the desirable visual im
pact and architectural clarity - without 
the need for refined detailing which 
would be impossible to achieve within the 
limited time. 

Location 
The Central Market is in the heart of 
historic Kuala Lumpur, just downriver of 
the confluence of the Gombak and Klang 
Rivers, the "landing place" of the city's 
founding fathers in their search for tin. 
Across the Leboh Pasar Besar bridge the 
city's major architectural heritage build
ings, starting with the aforementioned 
Bangunan Sultan Abdul Samad High 
Courts and the other buildings around the 
Padang. 

Its continuous 50-year history as the 
city's Central Market has given it a cachet 
as proven business venue. The m~or 
banks are all ranged in a belt north of it. It 
is well served by the major bus terminals 
on the south. The Railway Station's latest 
extension to the new General Post Office 
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Above: Looking out of the main entrance into the 
carpark. 
Right: Large public staircase. 
Right, below: Vertical elements, a deliberate contrast. 
Far right: Barrel vaulted roof signals visual direc
tional change. 

means that passengers can alight at its 
doorstep. The loss of the twenty-three 
shophouses, demolished by UDA at the 
time renovation work started on the Cen
tral Market, has ironically provided park
ing for 175 cars right at the Market's main 
entrance. A new pedestrian bridge to 
Dayabumi's 1,200 carpark allows people 
visiting after office hours and at week
ends to have easy access to the Market 
(apart from serving as a physical link be
tween the old and the new). 

Building Description 
The existing building, a single-storey 
trapezoidal box measuring 120 metres X 

60 metres X 7.8 metres high is Kuala 
Lumpur's largest single room: it permit
ted easy insertion of a mezzanine floor 
between the 13 rows of columns. The 
building has remained structurally sound 
after all these years and the original roof 
was designed to take another floor. Even 
in its rundown state, it showed a robust 
dignity made more interesting by some 
subtle irregularities apparent only on clos
er study. No two facades are alike but the 
whole is held together by unifying fenes
tration treatment. The same entrance de
sign, repeated on the two long sides with 
glazed panels of varying widths, set up an 
irregular rhythm. A strong moulded 
frieze running along the top of th(;: facade 
at roof level, ties the whole together. 

The other strong feature of the facade 
is the glass: 508 square metres distinctively 
blue-green Calorex rolled plate glass, 
which lets in only 20% of the sun's heat 
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Second floor plan 

and 61 % of daylight. Inside, the central 
skylight running the entire 120 metres of 
the building is glazed with 450 square 
metres of Calorex of a lighter tint. This 
must have been the earliest use of heat 
resisting. glass on such an extent in the 
country. 1 These elements in the existing 
building provide strong architectural 
guidelines for a positive design response. 

1 Data Ji'om a local newspaper, the Malay Mail re
port, dated 5/6/1936 in which the Town Engineer, a 
Mr. R.H. Steed unveiled the plans of the new market 
to members of the Kuala Lumpur SanitalY Board. 

Metal grilles with a stepped motif infill 
OVer all the entrances are the only decora
tion apart from four plaster mouldings on 
the main entrance facade. 

While the Consulting Engineers were 
trying to track down Mr. Steed in the 
United Kingdom to find out more about 
the reinforcing steel used, the original de
signer appeared and identified himself as 
engineer and architect T. Y. Lee, a hale and 
hearty eighty year old Malaysian. When 
asked ifhe had been influenced by the Art 
Deco style popular at that time, he replied: 
"I designed the market according to my 
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style. I never followed any style, I like the 
design and I wanted it to be strong and 
nice-looking." (Malay Mail 18/11/85). 
This was the 'old dream' that inspired the 
developer to give it a new lease of life. 

Adaptive Reuse 
In adapting the building for reuse, our 
main concern was to retain as much as 
possible of Lee's original design, fitting in 
the new work sympathetically, i.e., 
'strong and nice-looking', and where it 
was appropriate, to introduce deliberate 
contrasts. 



Top and above: Kiosks selling handicrafts. 
Above, right: Each pavilion is painted with two 
shades of bright colours. 
Right: Shops arranged in clusters. 

From the start, our clients were excited 
by the huge space of Kuala Lumpur's 
largest, single room, ample enough for a 
football pitch, and then some! This was 
most appreciable in the days after the old 
market stalls were cleared and before the 
new structure went up. It was clear that in 
order to keep the spatial quality of the 
'largest single room', objects must appear 
to be placed or contained inside it. What
ever the additions to the existing structure, 
these had to be free of the envelope, i.e., 
the peripheral walls and the roof The 
clients were also very clear about what 
they did not want: Not another shopping 
complex or plaza! No enclosed glass 
boxes and long dull corridors. Instead, a 
sense of openness, lots of movement, in
timacy, colour, bazaar-like but no pas
tiche and no imitation of the traditional 
open-air Sunday Market. 

The idea of arranging the shops in 
clusters, or as free-standing pavilions, was 
adopted almost from the start. Six 2-
storey pavilions of shops are arranged 
along Jalan Hang Kasturi side, positioned 
at a slight angle to the long axis facing the 
central mall; this is done in response to the 
splay of the building which follows the 
road alignment. Each pavilion is painted 
with two shades of bright strong colours. 
Stairs in each pavilion (except for one with 
fire escape stairs) lead directly up to the 
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Right: The promenade along the river front where 
staged performances take place. 
Right, below: Another view if the promenade. 
Photograph: Molly Sung. 

shops at mezzanine level. The central mall 
with its continuous glazed skylight is kept 
dear, breached only at the centre with the 
introduction of a new architectural focal 
point. 

On the other side along Benteng -
the river side - are two levels of res
taurants, food and beverage outlets whose 
floors are taken up to the window wall
a necessary compromise. This is true ex
cept for the centre, where an open res
taurant with the mezzanine slab 'floating' 
freely over it, which is free of the outside 
wall. Two areas of open food counters on 
either side of the 'floating slab' are intro
duced with common seating. This helped 
the open spatial look greatly, as it reduced 
partition walls. Three bridges link the 
pavilions to the restaurant side across the 
central mall. Other vertical access is by the 
main stairs and the hydraulic passenger lift 
facing the stairs. They are located in the 
central atrium space. This is one place 
where a deliberately contrasting addition 
was made in order to breach the box. 

The provision of 120 shops, none big
ger than 60 square metres (the smallest is 
10 square metres) characterises the de
veloper's philosophy: to achieve an in
teresting mix of tenants with an emphasis 
on living traditional crafts, and to avoid 
big, 'anchor' tenants. A unique feature is 
88 small kiosks, rented out on a daily basis 
or longer at US$5.oo per day; they provide 
one venue in a big, commercial develop
ment for enterprising people without 
capital to start their own businesses. Re
furbished old market stalls and new copies 
serve ideally as 'kiosks'. 

In the original 'wet' market, all the 
activities were concentrated inside the 
building in the numerous aisles and para
llel rows of stalls - apart from the deliv
ery and unloading along Benteng. The 
main transactions were made inside, in the 
self-contained box. Now the new Central 
Market's activities have been extended up 
to the rooflevel, and out onto Benteng. It 
is necessary to signal these two changes in 
direction architecturally. By using the bar
rel vaulted roof over the atrium, two 
things occur spatially: first, it directs one 
upwards to the roof as well as housing the 
large public staircase and the hydraulic lift 
structure; and secondly, its form imposes 
a second axis at a right angle to the sky
light, turning toward Benteng and the 
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river - which now assume a different 
and important relationship as the outdoor 
extension of the Central Market. Howev
er, at the time of the re-opening, only half 
of the roof was used as a centre for 'haw
ker' stalls, located on the Benteng side and 
set in a landscaped roof garden. Utilisation 
of the other half of the roof is yet to be 
decided. 

Initially, the 'box' was not to be air
conditioned. The original Calorex glass 
kept the heat out and low 'level openings 
below the glazed panels together with 14 
roof cowls and air slots on the parapet 
walls of the skylight create natural ventila
tion. Relying on natural ventilation plus 
mechanical extracts, it is possible to 
achieve six changes of air per hour and 
reasonable comfort level. Only the en
closed restaurants were air-conditioned. 
However, the developer met with strong 
resistance in trying to sell non-air
conditioned commercial space to a gen
eration of shopkeepers accustomed to air
conditioned comfort in the newly-built 
shopping complexes. The whole place is 
now air-conditioned, all openings are sea
led up, grilles are glazed in, one additional 
fire escape is needed and all staircases dis
charge directly out to the open! 

All new additional structures are in 
reinforced concrete with raft foundations 
for the pavilions and bored pilings for the 
restaurant side, except for the barrel 
vaulted roof, which is built in steel trusses 
with metal roofing sheets. 'Hawker' stalls 
on the roof have timber posts and trusses, 
and are supported by additional reinforced 
concrete slabs spreading the load to ex
isting columns. The load of water tanks 
and cooling towers are carried by the 
additional new columns. 

Benteng, up to the junction of Jalan 
Cheng Lock and Jalan Hang Nadim, are 
for pedestrians, having been paved and 
lanscaped with full grown palms and 
other trees - resulting in an "instant" 
park on opening day. Old street lamps 
were retrieved from government stores, 
refurbished and reused. A sunken 
amphitheatre seating 150 will provide the 
setting for outdoor stage performances, 
adding to the variety of happenings for 
which Benteng itself will provide the lar
ger setting. The pavement along Jalan 
Hang Kasturi was upgraded and widened. 

Lessons 
Will adaptive reuse of the Central Market 
succeed as a business venture? If it does, 
can the same formula work in other places 
with old and centrally-located buildings? 
Is it conceivable that adaptive reuse is 
accepted as an effective complementary 
instrument in the physical development of 
the third world urban centres? 

The realisation of Central Market is a 
result of fortunate combination of many 
factors. They include increasing public 
awareness on heritage issues, suitable eco
nomic conditions, political support, en
lightened developers with definite visions, 
responsive bureaucracies, committed and 
dedicated designers. Public response is 
quite overwhelming up to now. The su
perb location should ensure its continued 
success. However, its historical ambience 
must be maintained and even enhanced. 
Computerised analysis and sound finan
cial logic alone will not be enough, and 
can very quickly destroy its young soul. 
Delicate treatment with a degree of poetic 
irrationality must be added to achieve the 
magic of culture, charm and nostalgia. 
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Opening night, 15th Arpil 
1986 
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