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ABSTRACT

The author spent 1991-93 living and working in the historic center of Penang.  During that time she was hired by MPPP to complete the inventory of all the structures in historic GeorgeTown.  Walking the city, studying the structures, and living in a shophouse, Ms Fels used her skills as an architect, historic preservationist, and writer to assemble the inventory. The survey established the value of the whole of the historic center.  Ms Fels stressed the need to look at entire street fronts.  An appreciation for the whole could lay the groundwork for a renewed appreciation of the individual structures. 

The paper to be presented at Penang Story evolved out of the work Ms Fels did in Penang and her continued work in the historic preservation field, especially her interest in venacular buildings and historic enclaves.  The shophouse has played a central role in the life of the city for over a hundred years. It provided both workplace and homeplace in the past, and, in the present economy, can continue to house modern lives and work. The shophouse city (two and three story row houses connected at the street by a continuous covered walkway) is a unique built form, which evolved out of the culture of a port city, the climate, and the diverse peoples who came to live in the city.   The buildings of Penang’s historic center hold the stories, the work, and the ongoing life of the people of Penang. They are integral to a way of life which may prove as valuable for the future as it did for the past.
Conserving the Shophouse City

“The good storyteller tells his story ...One of these mornings, the old storyteller will not wake up.  But someone of those who heard his stories will tell them to others.  And later this someone will also die, and the stories will stay alive as long as there are big houses and people gathered around the fire.”  Genesis, Eduardo Galeano, 235.

Every city has a history, a history that can be found in books, museums, and in the buildings of the city.  Traditional history recounted wars, conquests, and kingships.  Historians have now broadened their studies to embrace society as a whole, including the lives of all peoples. They are trying to understand the material culture of the past by researching how people lived, ate, and dressed.  For architectural history, going beyond the output of famous architects or spectacular monuments to the wealthy, an abundance of information can be found in vernacular architecture and the intricacies of townscapes.  The places of our forefathers are the repositories of citizen’s stories, reflecting generations of tastes, needs, lives, hopes, and dreams. 

History is made visible through the buildings and groups of buildings that form neighborhoods.  These serve as one of the most tangible vestiges of the past. Connections between past and present are made possible through a collective memory connected to a unique place.  Memory is different from history in that it needn’t be written down in books.  In The City of Collective Memory, M. Christine Boyer stresses that “Collective memory … is a current of continuous thought… collective memories are supported by a group framed in space and time.  They are relative to that specific community, not a universal history shared by many disparate groups.” (p.67) Without collective memory and the physical places connected to it, meaningful urban neighborhoods are difficult to sustain. Parts of the city become frozen in time, theme parks. They are imitative, and emit what Boyer calls “the stench of nostalgia”. (p67)  

The cities which have most intrigued visitors and left the most lasting impression on the populace have been those which are layered over time and in which man can see the workings of his forebears.  These cities are made up of spaces which have evolved, thus gaining an emotional attachment and becoming places connected to a community.  When generations build on and use the structures of the past, the past is present in all its complexity, overlaid with elements of present day life.


In the tropical Malaysian city of Penang, traditional buildings dominate the historic core, creating just that image of layered complexity.  The visual history of the city can be seen in buildings which date from a time when local climate and customs influenced design.  Within the heart of the city, temples, mosques, shophouses, detached bungalows, warehouses, colonial buildings, and markets form a cohesive center.  The glue that holds it all together is the shophouse.  In the 1994 inventory of George Town, the historic core of Penang, over 1000 of the 1400 surveyed buildings were shophouses. In addition, extensive ensembles of shophouses are located to the South and the West of the areas inventoried. 

The large stock of 19th and early 20th century shophouses, surveyed and un-surveyed, stand together to create the outstanding urban form that is historic Penang.  Street after street of two- and three-story shophouses generate a profusion of complimentary architectural elements.  An eclectic mixing of styles derives from the history of the city as a trading center, overrun by waves of immigrants, colonialists and traders.  All have left their marks which have been integrated into the local vernacular.  Today’s business is displayed through a medley of signs while building facades present the crafts of yesterday – carved wooden doors, intricate tiled patterns, ornate grillwork and elegant plaster decorations.

The pedestrian scale endures – the shophouse widths of 14 to 20 feet provide a comforting rhythm of changing columns, arches and materials.  Walking down the street one perceives the latitude, feeling the variations in light and temperature from the cool covered walkway to the hot street.

The shophouses of Penang

The Penang shophouse is a two- or three-story building with a kaki-lima (literally “five foot” way) across the streetfront that provides an open arcade and sheltered walkway.  Characteristically, a shop was on the ground floor and a residence above, the top floor extending out over the “five-foot-way”.   Since all the buildings are attached, a continuous arcade is created along the street.   

Shophouses are integral to a way of life in which activity spills out to the streets from small-scale workplaces, businesses, shops, hotels, cafes, and residences. The life of the street thrives, surrounded by day markets, street hawkers, seasonal parades and celebrations.  For Penangites, walking is the bustling, crowded, animated, sensorial experience of the bazaar.  People walk the streets to look, to bargain, and to eat.  In daily transformations, the kaki-lima becomes living room, temple, badminton court, eating stall and/or workshop.

Shophouses have been built in Penang for two hundred years.  This unique structure clearly shows the influence of Chinese, Malay, Indian and European styles, merged and matured in response to the local environment.  From the Chinese came the courtyard plan, the rounded gable ends and the fan-shaped air vents; from the Malay came the carved timber panels and the timber fretwork; from the Indians, urban construction techniques, including a hard-wearing plaster; from the Europeans, French windows and decorative plasterwork.  The Chinese, with a long urban tradition, began building attached structures soon after their arrival. Responding to the strength of the sun and force of the rains, the settlers borrowed a little from the Malay porch and a little from the  hometown arcades of China, and created the verandahway.  Thus evolved the continuous, covered walkway. Along with the Indian immigrants, the Chinese were the shopkeepers of Penang and both couldn’t help noticing that business improved when protection was offered from the elements.

Almost from the minute that Francis Light founded Penang in 1786, there were settlers. Seven years after the founding, Francis Light reported a population of over 3,000 Chinese, 2,000 Indian men, and additional Siamese, Burmans, Arabs, Malays (from Sumatra, Java and the Malay peninsula), and Europeans. 

The culture of these Penang settlers can be found in the shophouses.  Structures still exist where spice auctions were held, where political leaders met, where pilgrims lodged before going to Mecca.  Shophouses were residences of wealthy Chinese merchants and repositories for trade from Sumatra, Arabia and China in spices, cloth, opium and bird nests.  While conducting the 1994 Inventory shophouses residents told me stories of family craftsmen, showed me tools from a century ago, described where famous Muslim scholars lived and taught, and noted which parades or festivals were important to their neighborhood. 

Streets were known by the trades they housed; there were centers for activities like fish selling, tinsmithing and stone cutting.  Some ethnic traders remain in premises occupied by their forefathers.  Shophouse neighborhoods still center around mosques or clan temples built one hundred years ago.  Here can be found the stories of immigration, economic success and accommodation among diverse cultures. 

Penang was a mercantile center from the beginning.  Settlers came to seek wealth as shopkeepers, planters and tradesmen. The pepper and spice trade offered dreams of vast riches.   But the real success of the Island was based on its role as trading center, an entrepot for goods from all over Asia.  The new immigrants felt that the British flag would offer protection to trading activity.  Light set the stage for a multi ethnic haven, a melting pot where people from diverse cultures were welcome.  By the turn of the century a wide variety of merchandise came and went through the port: opium from Bengal, Indian cloth, pepper from Penang and Sumatra, woolens, iron and manufactured goods from Britain, tin from the new mines of the peninsula, spices, betelnut, and rattan.  Ships left Penang bound for China, England, Bombay, Calcutta, and native ports throughout the archipelago. 

The settlers shared the initial fifteen block town laid out by Light, a “mosaic of ethnic quarters…” (McGee, 139). 30- to 40-foot wide streets faced building lots that were deep and narrow. Most lots in George Town are around 15 feet wide and range in depth from 40 to 100 feet.  This allowed for a maximum number of properties along the streetfront.  The elongated shophouse yielded a series of interior courtyards or lightwells.   Once Light had laid out the town he had neither time nor inclination for more city planning, thus leaving the town to evolve as a market town, organic and unplanned.

Early building in Penang used that which was readily available, the products of the jungle.  After the fire of 1826, many houseowners rebuilt with brick and roof tiles, locally produced in kilns set up by the new settlers.  These first shophouses were squat and reflected Chinese and Anglo-Indian traditions.  There were porches but the irregular setbacks didn’t create a consistent streetfront. Sir Stamford Raffles, the future founder of Singapore, saw and was impressed by the verandahs and sheltered footways of Penang and Batavia (Jakarta).  But Raffles could see the need for regulating the irregularity; in 1822 he directed the building committee in the newly founded Singapore to regulate that:  “All houses constructed of brick or tile should have a uniform type of front, each having a verandah of a certain depth, open at all times as a continuous and covered passage on each side of the street.” (Kohl,157)  In Penang, an 1887 ordinance repeated Raffles’ directive.  The arcades quickly became the domain of the shopkeepers and tradesman.  Goods were sold and made, either in the five foot way (which in fact varied in width from five to ten feet) or directly adjacent.

The new law allowed property owners to extend their upper floors over the verandahway. Although there were no city walls in Penang, the property owners were still interested in concentrating as much building as they could on their narrow lots.  At the turn of the century there was still a scarcity of roads; development outside the center was limited by the dense jungle.  Cleared land was usually reserved for plantations growing fruit or spices and the mansions of Europeans or wealthy Chinese.  The majority of the population remained in the city center. 

The Malaysian shophouse is a marvel of vernacular architecture.  Builders developed ingenious ways to temper the tropical climate: the verandahway shaded the front rooms, thick brick walls served to insulate, a series of lightwells brought air and light into the interior of the long shophouses, and a roof system with a raised mini-gable at the peak increased airflow. Structural timbers spanned from brick wall to brick wall thus leaving the facades open to maximize ventilation.  Arched openings were placed between houses at the verandahway to connect neighbor to neighbor and provide for a continuous walkway.  Elaborate shutters, grills, and cast iron lattice finished the house façades, increasing ventilation while assuring privacy. 

The late 19th and early 20th century saw a flowering of the Malaysian shophouse.  Owners built taller shophouses which increased prestige, decorative possibilities, and air circulation.  Stucco figures, ceramic decorations, and glass were added to the front composition of shutter and grill.   The structural pilasters at the front walkway also grew in height and more decorative plasterwork appeared.  New Chinese immigrants settled throughout the tin mining areas and shophouses appeared quickly in Ipoh, Taiping, and Kuala Lumpur. Most Malaysian cities had large areas of arcaded streetfronts until after World War II.  Prosperity brought automobile ownership and modern shopping centers.  Though the climate did not change, the importance of live/work spaces and covered walkways was forgotten.  

Growth came to Penang after the War, but the majority of new buildings were built outside the old center.   Penang retained a large intact area of 19th and early 20th century buildings.  The shophouses of Singapore, Bangkok, Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur are now nostalgic memories.  The bustle of activity, the continuum of structures, the resident-shopkeepers are all gone.  Solely in Penang exists the possibility of continuing life within such a vibrant urban form.

But the rich street life and urban form of Penang are endangered.  The global economy (ironically nurtured by the shophouse traders) has brought to Penang the modern disregard for tradition and small scale structures.  Along with this comes a lack of respect for the beauty and value of vernacular buildings.  

-----------------------------

Throughout the world, until the nineteenth century, old palaces, religious buildings and housing were continually recycled; new styles and facades were added over and incorporated into the old.  It wasn’t until the late 1800’s, in England, that anyone spoke of preserving, e.g. keeping a building as it was.  Corresponding to the rise of the industrial revolution and the expansion of capitalism, this interest in purity was a reaction to the rapid changes of the times.  

The pre-19th century relationship to old buildings was utilitarian; it was not a ‘preservation’ movement but a means of adaptive re-use.  The old was not torn down but expanded or improved.  A healthy dose of respect for the past was mixed with confidence in the abilities of the present generation.  New architecture was intimately tied to the old.

The early preservation movement contained an elitism which removed buildings from the concerns of a working life and from the need to continue the on-going building of the city.   Historic buildings were not kept economically viable.  Then they were either demolished or rated too precious to touch.  Fine-points of restoration dominated conversations and buildings stood reverently alone, disconnected from community and citizens.  “Groups dedicated to urban preservation sometimes speak, indeed, of a city as though it ought to be a museum of buildings, rather than a site for the necessarily messy business of living.” (Sennett, 98)

The Second World War and the advances of modern construction created entirely new challenges for the forces of conservation in both schools.  The widespread destruction of European cities and the increase of wealth in the U.S. brought forward a profusion of theories on city development.  Some wanted to re-construct by demolishing the damaged or blighted (the eager modernists wishing to rebuild perpetually).  Others were only concerned with stabilizing the historic religious and civic buildings (being grandchildren of the elitists).  Because of the purity of the preservationists, there were in effect no champions of the old city, thus allowing the adherents of the Modern Movement to take over the city.   Buildings became throw away commodities. 

However, in some French and Italian cities a new strategy for maintaining historic enclaves developed.  “The carefully defined archeological and fine arts view of national heritage gave way to a new aesthetic involved in protecting from large-scale renewal and redevelopment the everyday habitats of historic districts and the architectural collages of city streets.”  (Boyer, 382)  Here, integrationists hoped to acknowledge the past in everyday modern life.  By moving away from the idea of a single monument and seeing the entire city as an important whole, the preservationists joined up with the urban planners.  Together they worked to restore vitality to the city center by protecting the buildings along with the residents, trades and the businesses. Buildings were considered a permanent resource and part of a working community.   Widening the perspective of the preservationist has provided an alternative to the ‘progressive’ modern movement and the ‘conservative’ preservation movement.

The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.


Discussions on ‘architectural significance’ still harken back to the 19th century gentleman sitting in his fine home establishing standards of beauty.  Volumes have been written about what constitutes architectural beauty. Today we find beauty in many forms, but with older buildings we persist in looking for exceptional details of an identifiable style.  Blocks of  older buildings may have value when taken as a whole, because of the time of their construction, the continuity of their facades, their relation to overall scale or their place in neighborhood economics.  The standards of architectural beauty have simply failed to embrace complexity, contribution to urban form, or street vitality.  The aesthetes, preservationists, and modernists quake at valuing an ‘unprofessional’ architecture, a vernacular created and built by workers.  So, many old buildings are condemned and branded unworthy of salvage, their pedigree considered suspect.


It is in fact essential when discussing the fate of a run-down shophouse to place such a building in the context of the whole city, to see it as having value in the larger cityscape. Should the owner pull down the building, its absence immediately affects neighbors and the unity of the street. Penang’s shophouses form the backdrop for the famous temples and mosques.  They create the sense of scale for the historic center and are the essence of the unique linear shophouse arcades.  The insertion of a steel and glass structure many stories taller than the historic buildings offsets the balance of the street. The first hole in a neighborhood is serious, each successive one leads to rapid disintegration and loss of any sense of context or scale.  The active street life loses participants.  The holes that develop affect not only the unity of this magnificent streetscape, but also the economic and social welfare of the local population. 


The shophouse streets in Penang developed over time.  They stand as a visual record of changing styles, building technology, and fashion.  The scale and the consistency of shopfront width provide the canvas for a riot of color, style, and individuality.  The whole argument over which shophouse to save becomes ludicrous because they have become one, a whole.  Their living together has joined them into a unit.  If one section is more deteriorated than another, if some sections have finer woodwork, grillwork, or tilework - this reflects life, with all its inequalities and surprises.  The deteriorated units can be renewed, the finer units can be appreciated more - but this can only happen if they stand together.  Where the street is broken by new, taller and wider structures, the tenants, the scale, the look have all changed. The streets of old George Town are a functioning, vibrant part of the city housed in old building stock and participating in the life of today.  These streets decidedly do not need urban renewal; they need some paint, new roof tiles and more plumbing pipes.  

There has not been enough recognition of the inherent value of the shophouses, which served the city as warehouse, home, workshop, store and office.  There has been little effort to maintain the existing stock.  Shophouses can be modernized easily; their open, simple structure simplifies installation of utilities and facilitates change (houses along a row can be combined for expansion).  

The majority of Penangites carry out their business in the streets, looking infrequently at the city’s architecture or urban form.  On a subconscious level, their memories may be jogged by the sensory qualities of the street, and they may recognize a comforting familiarity to the daily routine and physical characteristics of George Town.  But, since value is not accorded to old buildings, shophouse remodels add aluminum fronts over stucco surfaces, expanses of glass replace the wooden shutters of the verandahway and air-conditioners hang out of blocked up second story windows. Many people speak only of the open drains and crumbling plaster.

The politician who listens to the developer hears that the rate of change and immediate profit would be so much quicker, so much more dramatic, if the old teeming life of the shophouse streets was brought down and replaced by new, clean, big structures. All the complexities of organizing and dealing with individual owners are resolved in one sweep across the streetscape.  A small portion of George Town’s shophouses would be retained as a ‘cultural enclave’.  Here tourists would stay, shop and eat.  Few Penangites would continue to work or live there.  In Kuala Lumpur and Singapore the remaining shophouse streets have thus been sanitized.   The life of the city is soldout and replaced by a stageset.

Scottish professor Patrick Geddes went to India in 1914 to consult on the condition of Indian cities. Geddes was known for his planning philosophy which was based on geography and sociology; his persistent call was “Survey before Plan”.  Today, much of Geddes philosophy has been simplified or ignored, but his point was that for understanding to occur, survey and study must precede it; in short, planning should be based on history.  Understandably, Geddes’ advice to the English Colonialists in India was not appreciated because he railed at their lack of sympathy with the traditions of Indian towns. Geddes was ‘staggered’ by proposed demolitions.  “The existing roads and lanes are the past product of practical life, its movement and experience, therefore they only needed improvement.” (Hall, 245)  Throughout India, Geddes proposed a sympathetic ‘clean up’.  He hoped that “the old life ... is substantially left to go on, upon their present lines, without any serious changes ... By our small removals, straightenings, openings, and replannings in detail, a network of clean and decent lanes, of small streets, and open places, and even gardens, is thus formed ...” Geddes’ proposal was much cheaper than that of the engineers’, it was also a much more respectful approach and would have forestalled the crowding of people into English-style public housing. Geddes was way ahead of his time; if post-war planners had listened to this advice, perhaps we would have been spared countless bleak housing projects and devastated communities.  

The crux of the dilemma for Geddes and all later conservationists, can be seen in his report to the English authorities:

“The conservative method, however, has its difficulties.  It requires long and patient study.  The work cannot be done in the office with ruler and parallels, for the plan must be sketched out on the spot, after wearying hours of perambulation ... Even after a good deal of experience of the game, one constantly finds oneself ... tempted, like the impatient chess-player, to sweep a fist through the pieces which stand in the way.  This destructive impatience is, indeed, an old vice of beginners in a position of authority; and their chance of learning the real game is, of course, spoiled by such an abuse of it.”  (Geddes in India, 44)


Geddes saw that orderly growth was more important than order.  Today, we survey our cities and value superficial order.  The dilapidated building is seen as messy. 

-------------

“How can you say it’s beautiful, it’s so old?” (elderly lady living in Penang shophouse)


How can value be returned to old structures?  An important step is official recognition; in Bologna, Italy this took the form of a ban on demolition of buildings in the historic center, accompanied by a publicity campaign to reawaken interest in the center. The sense of value was made visible by the City undertaking conservation projects.  UN recognition of Penang as a World Heritage City would require a firm commitment by  the Municipal Council to uphold the conservation zone.   Proof of this commitment would be legislated guidelines, upgraded utilities, and technical assistance to owners renovating their property.   


George Town’s unique shophouses and streets await their fate.  We can never rebuild these structures at their original cost; not only do we not have the skilled labor, but we also lack the inexpensive materials and manpower.  The sense of decoration, of craft, even of opulence cannot be duplicated.  The weather will not change.  The humidity, heat and rain will continue to inflict damage on structures.  The streets will stay alive only as long as businesses thrive and customers come.  


Innovative ways must be found to restore occupied buildings for existing tenants and to instigate new uses for vacant properties. While many residents want to maintain links with the past, few want to live in a museum or a shophouse theme park.   Government low-income housing dollars that go to new bland high-rises could be spent for restoration in George Town.  Low interest loans could be provided to owners who follow  conservation guidelines in renovating historic buildings.  The tax code could be amended to include incentives for renovating properties, recognizing the historical value of all pre-1940 structures in the inner city.  Research in the United States has shown that property values go up in historic districts.  Eventually, the value of historic George Town would grow way beyond that produced by any modernization scheme.  

Politicians often state that Malaysia must deal with employment and housing before tackling conservation.  But these issues cannot be separated from each other.  It is in the inner city of George Town where much employment used to exist, where potential for new businesses does exist and where many low-income earners reside.  Small business, even marginal ones, provide income.  A variety of trades, stores and people must be sustained.  In George Town, basketmakers, tinsmiths, spice shop merchants and noddle-makers are all at work; many proprietors are low-income, but they are housed and employed, their pride intact.  

George Town’s shophouses offer opportunities for growth; they have provided the nursery for many of Penang’s successful businesses.  Similarly, what has been termed the “bazaar economy”, the indigenous economic activity and the streets and surroundings in which it functions, should be seen as an ongoing and valuable component of Southeast Asian cities.  Bazaars provide many people with their first business opportunities.  

Tourism, which the state government encourages in the historic center, could provide jobs and income for the city without supplanting its current economic and social life.  Penang could champion its wealth of cafes, markets, temples and variety of small hotels.  Tourists would observe the city’s vibrant life, not a dead shell.   The inevitable conflict between tourist economy and local economy could be avoided by banning large-scale development in the center.  A strong local population base would insure that the business of making things and providing services is not overrun by the selling of tourist trinkets.  There is a qualitative difference between restoring one block for the look of how things used to be and maintaining an entire area’s social and economic texture.

Old buildings play an integral part in the health of a society; the repercussions arising from tearing down buildings directly affect a wide swath of city dwellers.  We not only lose a part of our history with demolition, but we may, in the long term, weaken economic structures.  Existing low scale buildings often support themselves.  If demolished, the replacements would have to be larger to be profitable.  A 1970 San Francisco study showed that if a ten story building were torn down, rebuilding would make economic sense only if the old was replaced by a structure of at least 30 stories (probably 40 today).  When such changes take place a neighborhood becomes unrecognizable.  A block of five to six buildings of varying heights, diverse textures, and different building styles, gives way to one building.  Along with the one new building comes one rent structure, and the many prior uses (residential, commercial, retail, light manufacturing) of the old buildings are replaced with the one or two (retail and  commercial) of the new skyscraper.  Few, if any, of the old tenants can relocate to new centers where shops are let at very high rates, and even the small shops are larger (and more costly) than former stores.  The shoe repairman is replaced by a chain-run shoe store, inexpensive cafes by high-end cafes with costly refreshment.  Local businesses are replaced by national chains.  What happens to the small cafe, the old shoe repairman?  Are small locally owned businesses important to a city’s prosperity?  A task force for former Seattle Mayor Charles Royer found “that locally owned and operated businesses tend to generate more revenues for a city than major national or regional retailers ... income dollars revolve in the local economy four to seven times while national chains revolve income two to four times and send profits to corporate headquarters…” (out of state).   Nationally, analysts have found that “a locally owned store in a locally owned building typically reinvests 85 percent of its profits in the local economy, but a typical fast-food franchise reinvests only 20 percent of its profits in the local economy.” (Moe, 146)

Aged buildings often house people and services which, though they may appear to be easily relocated, have a symbiotic relationship with the old structures.  Trades and their suppliers tend to cluster in certain areas, along with the cafes and services needed for the workers.  Often the customers are also nearby.  When this hierarchy is broken up, the repercussions are both economic and social.  Old buildings, especially ones that are not considered architectural landmarks, usually house people of low income.  For years these people have been thrown out of homes, evicted from their workshops, seen their neighborhoods transformed around them.  Somehow their right to a stable community has never been recognized.  A building’s integration into a neighborhoods, its social function – all are considered expendable.    

Design teams involved in renovation projects tend to believe they must restore buildings to perfection.  When an older building is not allowed to show its age, restoration proves very costly.  Even in renovation projects, the prejudice against the old is seen in the need to look new.  We fear death and old age.  Transferring this fear to buildings, modern man has little appreciation for the beauty of decay.  Just as an old person has a regal beauty, so too the building with the patina of age.  Many fine, truly historic buildings are turned to rubble because ideas of pure preservation are too costly, resulting in an economically infeasible project.  The owner, having proven that he cannot afford the painstaking preservation process, is then left free to demolish the structure.  When owners do renovate, they finance it by establishing high rents which preclude the return of any former tenants.  Conservation, especially in Third World nations and in low income areas, must be seen as affordable.  This means maintaining the structural integrity of the building while allowing it to be seen as old.  New roofs and good drainage systems prevent deterioration; new plumbing and electrical services provide modern amenities.  Signs of age can be appreciated as patina and character, upgrading of paint and finishes can be done over time without a sense of urgency.

Along with the actual presence of older buildings, we should also consider how they relate to physical work.  Many of these structures housed physical work.  In modern society, work is seen as clean and “virtual”.   Businesses change, buildings need new uses, but it is perplexing that neither buildings nor their users are allowed to be messy, raucous or fragrant.   In a sense this transformation of work is the same process that occurs with the prettifying of old buildings.   We continually convince ourselves that we are improving urban life by removing these rough edges, but do we want places just for consuming and none for making?  Aside from the visual tedium, what about economic vitality?  Why is physical labor so invisible in the new city?  Welcoming a wide diversity of job opportunities can only add to the richness of a city. Maybe if we applauded physical labor by allowing it to be an integrated part of neighborhoods, workers could take pride in their jobs and we would improve economic health for all citizens.

In Penang’s old shophouses one still sees men at work.  Here there is space for thousands of small businesses.  Instead of two distributors of cooking pots there may be ten; where an American city might have less than fifty production printers Penang supports hundreds - all small.  Supposedly, big businesses are more efficient, employing fewer people to do the job and tending to produce greater profits.  Thus we have some very rich people and many more un- or under-employed.  Old vernacular buildings provide stores, workshops and homes for the small businessman or craftsman.  Employing many workers, these self-run businesses produce reasonable profits, reasonable prices and a multitude of services.  There is no reason that these forms of economic activity cannot continue in the modern age.  But modern forms of construction offer little physical space for these functions.  As the buildings are reduced to rubble, so also are chances for young, new enterprises and old, established trades.  In general, older buildings are more flexible than high-rises.  Structures like the Penang shophouse can be adapted to many uses, easily converted to shops, offices and apartments, whereas the skyscraper design caters exclusively to one function and is difficult to convert.  Ironically, modern building technology tends to create more rigid forms than the old brick and timber structure.

The myth that progress means new has a firm hold on modern culture, both Western and Eastern.
Man has always learned from the past, but the advances of science and the impact of industrialization have led many to believe that there is little to be learned from the past.  Buildings are viewed as replaceable, money-making commodities.  A formerly stable object has become a prop.  The visual results of the complexities and contradictions of urban settlement cannot be one-generational but must be an ongoing collage.  While many may decry the lack of tradition in modern life, they must realize that the physical setting also influences one’s ability to receive or hand down knowledge.  Conservation of buildings, neighborhoods, and city centers turns out to have a lot to do with an ability to maintain a balanced and healthy society. .  Donald Appleyard has written:  “The past ... is evidence that a society has existed.  Wipe it away and a culture begins to feel, like a man without a memory, shallow and superficial.”  (Appleyard, 19)

Integral conservation looks at the whole picture.  A building is not embalmed, nor isolated, nor turned into a precious artifact.   Buildings maintain their relevance as working components of the city.  Integral conservation is about the connectivity of buildings.  When we look at an old building we need to examine its place in the neighborhood, both physically (scale, form, color) and socially (rent structure, type of space, use).  Viewing each property as a separate, disconnected element has led to the disjunctive development we see today.  The failure in the recent past to link together the parts of the city can be partly remedied by conserving what time and people’s day to day actions have started to connect.   Maintaining buildings as functioning parts of a neighborhood affects urban form, affordable housing and workplaces, as well as cultural traditions and the visible history of a place.  It turns out that cities do need memory. The wisdom of past generations will lay the basis for future generations. 

Penang today is awash in clutter, a sheer profusion of things, reflecting a contented but disorderly life force.  Acknowledging a Southeast Asian aesthetic implies acceptance of and sensitivity to the natural confusion of the streetscape.   The street collage that until recently characterized all Southeast Asian cities was an ongoing creation.  The shophouse culture of Penang is more than just buildings; conserving that culture involves going beyond traditional building preservation.  The approach must combine social, economic and cultural health with building conservation.  A more Asian solution would combine individual flexibility and entrepreneuship with an overall agreement on neighborhood stability.

Penang is a city too rich in history, visual surprises and lively streets to be allowed to be buried by concrete skyscrapers.  Penang offers a unique opportunity to maintain part of the region’s cultural wealth.   History can continue to be made in existing streetscapes and buildings, indeed, the old can become a part of the future. 
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