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The Aga Khan Program for Islamic 
Architecture and the Pertubuhan Akitek 
Malaysia (The Malaysian Institute of 
Architects) jointly undertook a unique 
research project which addressed the 
issue of High Intensity Development in 
the case of the Golden Triangle Area in 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. This project 
was started in August 1984 and cul
minated in August 1985 bringing to
gether three universities and their 
students: the Institut Teknologi Mara 
(ITM), Malaysia, Universiti Teknologi 
Malaysia (UTM) and Massachusetts In
stitute of Technology (MIT), USA. The 
faculty and students of the three universi
ties explored a range of ideas and pos
sible alternatives to current develop
ment trends in Kuala Lumpur's most 
intensively-developed area, the Golden 
Triangle Area. 

Kuala Lumpur is Malaysia's financial 
and administrative centre and a city of 
over 1.4 million inhabitants. For the last 
few decades it has been growing at a tre
mendous rate. The changes are due to 

economic prosperity, changing life-style 
and land pressures in the traditional city. 
This has in turn given rise to a newly 
emerging central business district referred 
to as the Golden Triangle Area. 

This zone, originally occupied by 
large colonial villas set in a relatively 
green area next to Bukit (Nanas) a hill 
and the racecourse, formed an exclusive 
residential area. The economic boom 
years of the late 1970's and early 1980's 
made the area very attractive to deve
lopers due to its proximity to the old 
city and the availability oflarge lots. This 
gave rise to the building of numerous 
hotels and commercial buildings. The 
economic boom saw land values multi
ply many times over, with developers 
and speculators vying with one another 
to reap generous profits. The absence 
of a master plan and detailed local plans 
led to ad-hoc developments with no rela
tion whatsoever to each other. This in 
turn led to uncontrolled expansion of 
development along major roads. As a 
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Above: View of Colden Triangle Area and Race-
course. 
Left: Present condition of the Colden Triangle Area. 

result the city lacks a distinctive and 
dignified urban form. In the last few 
years, the Golden Triangle Area has be
come one of the fastest developing areas 
in the country, if not the world. 

The project to study the Golden 
Triangle Area was divided into two 
phases: 1) data collection and documen
tation and 2) design projects. Under the 
direction of Professors Parid Wardi 
Sudin and Kamaruddin Ali of UTM, P. 
Kasi of ITM and Akhtar Badshah, Julian 
Beinart and Ronald Lewcock of MIT, 
the students amassed information and 
documentation on the area. Studies were 
then held concurrently at ITM, MIT and 
UTM that concentrated on various sites 
within the Golden Triangle. In all about 
thirty students from the three institutions 
took part in the programme, elaborating 
conceptual ideas to the problems pro
duced by rapid highrise development. 

At MIT the study and workshop was 
divided into two phases. The first phase 
involved the recording of the present 
built environment of the Golden 
Triangle Area for the purposes of design 



exploration in the later phases. Of special 
interest was the relationship of the 
Golden Triangle Area to the rest of the 
city, how that association came into 
being, and, consequently what that 
might suggest for the future. 

The built fabric of the area was docu
mented and then analysed according to 
the major building-types in the areas. In 
each case, the types were examined in 
terms of issues of area, circulation, built 
form, parking and street context. A 
working method in this study has been 
to look for situations comparable to 
those found in the Golden Triangle Area 
and to use these as aids to quick projec
tions for the area itself. The premise was 
that the move from recording and ana
lysing the urban situation to proposing 
its redesign would be helped by com
parative reference, acting both as in
formation and stimulus. 

The analysis culminated in a joint 
statement of the problems of the Golden 
Triangle Area as revealed by the study 
up to that point. The issues and concerns 
were: 
• Historical and Cultural Continuity 
• Spatial Continuity' 
• Relationship to Natural Systems 
• Building Relationships 
• Rates and Patterns of Growth 
• The Significance of Public Places 
• Residential Mix 
• Relationship of the Golden Triangle 

Area to the Surrounding Areas 
• The Role of the Informal Environment 

The second phase was an attempt to 
address some of those issues. At MIT this 
occurred in the design workshop, "High 
Intensity Development in Rapidly Ex
panding Cities," taught by Professors 
Julian Beinart, Ronald Lewcock and Re
search Associate Akhtar Badshah. Seven 
MIT students and one from the Graduate 
School of Design (Harvard) participated 
in the workshop in which five projects 
were conceived for the area. 

The first, City Wide Projections, by 
Christian Marion, speculated on various 
assumptions about the overall form of 
the Golden Triangle Area and what this 

Projection of green pockets. 

might be under different conditions of 
development. Many assumptions were 
made about the relocation of the race
course activity, the revitalisation of the 
river, and future patterns of traffic and 
land development. While the studies 
attempted to be rigorous, they were not 
based on specific calculations of market 
demand, traffic generation or the mea
sured data upon which a more informed 
study of this area should be based. 
Rather, in the spirit of these rather spe
culative projections, a computer was 
used to print out a wide range of possible 
options which could quickly be com
pared with one another to promote 
further investigations. 

In the second project, Natural/Re
creational Systems, by Arjun Mangaldas 
and Norain Rejab, focused on the poten
tial of the topography, the vegetation 
and the river at the edge of the Golden 
Triangle Area, the green hill to the west, 
separating the whole area from the old 
city, and the can ali sed river to the north . 
This investigation envisaged using them 
as recreational spaces for the dense po
pulation in the region. The hill would 
remain completely natural and un
changed; the river with its rich vegeta
tion would be restored and enhanced. 
Both would be made easily accessible 
from the main roads near them by open
ing new pedestrian ways, themselves 
developed as narrow parks, and these 
might be extended back across the roads, 
to the projected central open recreational 
space on the site of the old race-course. 
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The whole Golden Triangle Area would 
then have a system of planted pathways 
at right angles to the main toads, linking 
all the green natural features together in 
one continuous system. 

Alternative Patterns oj Development, by 
John Dale examined large scale develop
ment alternatives along and behind Jalan 
Sultan Ismail in a series of connected 
design studies. The studies attempted to 
maintain existing buildings, rather than 
to automatically remove them in the face 
of the new development. The existing 
fabric of the city was exploited to pro
vide continuity over time, to juxtapose 
old and new, and to give to a rapidly 
developing city a record of its own 
history. Other goals of these studies were 
to create continuous pedestrian access 
along and across Jalan Sultan Ismail and 
to stimulate a greater mixture of land 
uses. To overcome the tendency of hav
ing only offices in the area, sketch designs 
were based on programmes of develop
ment which integrated retail activity 
(both formal and informal), as well as 
housing, with office activity. The addi
tion of various types of housing would 
add a pattern of activities that could 
animate the area, both day and night. 

The sites studied were woven to
gether to form a continuous section span
ning Jalan Sultan Ismail from the open 
green of the race-course to the tree 
covered Bukit Nanas. In various ways, 
the one-dimensional pattern of buildings 
and traffic streets along and close to Jalan 
Sultan Ismail would be diversified in use, 
form and meaning, and better linked to 
the rest of the city. 

You-Xuan Zhu and Solomon Ben
jamin's Shop-Houses and Increased Density 
explored ideas about preserving and in
tensifying the existing configuration of 
residential and commercial use in the 
area surrounding Jalan Bukit Bintang. 
The advantages of the shop-house: 
maximum ground occupancy, relatively 
low-rise, integration realised through 
close proximity of car access to predes
trian circulation and informal and formal 
shopping - were looked at in detail. 



Achieving higher densities to com
pete economically with other areas in the 
Golden Triangle could mean adding 
several storeys to the average existing 
height, which in tum would necessitate 
doubling the amount of car parking 
hitherto provided by on-street parking. 
A key strategy proposed to achieve this 
was to create simple parking garages 
cutting through the blocks at right angles 
to the main streets. Shop areas would be 
increased by including the first level 
above the street, and residential space ap
proximately doubled in the three to four 
floors above that. In several places, open 
spaces planted with trees would provide 
variety and relief to the texture; they 
would serve as collecting centres for pe
destrian traffic to and from peripheral 
parking. The "sense of place" associated 
with the old shop-houses, now threaten
ed by rapid development, might be 
rehabilitated and strengthened to make 
the area one of the nodal Jodi of activity 
within the Golden Triangle. 

A final project by Imrana Inayatullah, 
New High-Rise Development, dealt with 
the problem of the tall building and its 
form in respect to climate, association 
with other buildings, and architectural 
significance. Alternative forms of site 
development were examined, assuming 
buildings could be designed closer to the 
boundaries, sometimes with covered 
public shopping malls at street level, or 
alternatively, with high "courtyards" 
opening in the centre of the buildings, to 
create visual "gateways" into the areas 
behind. These large openings would fun
nel and direct wind to encourage in
creased air circulation. Some thought 
was given to the exploitation of the luxu
riant vegetation of Malaysia as an integral 
part of the buildings, both at street level 
and on terraces stepped back above. This 
planting might be specifically placed to 
cool and deflect the wind. The study also 
looked at ways of transforming "verna
cular" elements and applying them in 
new scales and uses. Opening up build
ing masses and volumes would not only 
facilitate natural air movements; it might 

also serve to break the monotony of rows 
of free-standing high-rise towers. Instead 
the latter parts of the urban fabric could 
be envisaged as a continuum, a welding 
of parts to produce urban continuity. 

As part of the workshop, four 
students were sent this past summer to 
work in architectural offices and also to 
prepare an exhibition of the student 
work. The exhibition, "Ideas, Issues, and 
Alternatives," was held at the PAM 
centre from 3rd to lIth August 1985. As 
part of the study, a special catalogue of 
the students' work was also published. 

The project culminated in a joint Aga 
Khan Program and Pertubuhan Akitek 
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Alternative patterns of developments. 

Malaysia (PAM) conference on High 
Intensity Development held in Kuala 
Lumpur from 4th to 6th August 1985. 
An outcome of this joint study has been 
the announcement of an urban design 
competition sponsored by the City Hall. 
The competition site is adjoining the 
Golden Triangle Area. The competition 
is seen as an attempt to rectify existing 
planning and urban design deficiences 
within the Golden Triangle Area. It is 
hoped that the winning proposal will 
serve as a useful model for future urban 
development in Kuala Lumpur. 
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Above left and above: Shop-house area developments, 
Left: View of shop-house type development in Golden Triangle Area, 
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