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Nonetheless, the struggle to balance between the preservation 
of local history and the need to increase the state’s economic 
revenue remain among the main challenges. These issues 
probably keep on haunting the decision-makers’ judgments. 
Undoubtedly, many development proposals were approved and 
have impacted the indispensable value of historical and natural 
resources located in Melaka. One of the places that have been 
carved out from the map of Melaka is Padang Pahlawan. It was 
ȯȲƵɨǞȌɐȺǶɯ�Ɗȁ�ȌȯƵȁ�ǐȲƵƵȁ�˛ƵǶƮ�ǶȌƧƊɈƵƮ�ƊƮǯƊƧƵȁɈ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ��ٚIƊǿȌȺƊ�
ǏȌȲɈخ�ÀǘƵ�ɈƵȲǿ�ٙȯƊƮƊȁǐٚ�ɈȲƊȁȺǶƊɈƵȺ�ǞȁɈȌ�ٙ˛ƵǶƮٚ�ƊȁƮ�ٙȯƊǘǶƊɩƊȁٚ�
into ‘heroes’. Often, places are given names that carry certain 
ǿƵƊȁǞȁǐȺ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ȁƊɈɐȲƊǶ�ȌȲ�ǐƵȌǐȲƊȯǘǞƧƊǶ�ƧǘƊȲƊƧɈƵȲȺة�
or as a commemorative reference to historical events or 
ȯȲȌǿǞȁƵȁɈ�˛ǐɐȲƵȺخ�ÀǘƵ�ȁƊǿƵ�§ƊƮƊȁǐ�§ƊǘǶƊɩƊȁ�ƦȲǞȁǐȺ�Ɗ�ƮƵƵȯ�
ȁƊȲȲƊɈǞɨƵ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȯǶƊɯȺ�Ɗ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȯƊȲɈ�ȌǏ�wƵǶƊǲƊٚȺ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲɯخ�ÀǘǞȺ�
name originated from the name Padang Bandar Hilir. 

If you were born in the 70’s or 80’s, you might be able to recall 
your experience of going on a school trip to the historic city of 
wƵǶƊǲƊ�ƊȁƮ�ȺɈȌȯȯǞȁǐ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘǞȺ�˛ƵǶƮ�ɈȌ�ɩƊǶǲ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƵƊȲƦɯ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲǞƧ�
sites. A recollection of the past might also bring you back to the 
ȺƧƵȁƵȺ�ȌǏ�ƦɐǶǶȌƧǲ�ƧƊȲɈȺ�ȯƊȲǲƵƮ�ƊǶȌȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ƵƮǐƵȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�˛ƵǶƮخ�Xȁ�
addition, Padang Pahlawan was a site of national importance. It 
ɩƊȺ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�Àɐȁǲɐ��ƦƮɐǶ�ªƊǘǿƊȁة�wƊǶƊɯȺǞƊٚȺ�˛ȲȺɈ�§ȲǞǿƵ�wǞȁǞȺɈƵȲة�
made the independence proclamation to mark the end of the 

PORTFOLIO

INSIGHT
& IDEAS

Move On or Hold On

A Conundrum in the 
Malaysian Historic 

Landscape Narrative
 ƊȁƮƊȲ�RǞǶǞȲ�wƵǶƊǲƊ�ǞȺ�Ɗȁ�ǞȁƮɐǶǐǞȁǐ�ǶȌƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘȌȺƵ�ɩǞɈǘ�Ɗ�ȺɈȲȌȁǐ�ȯƊȺȺǞȌȁ�ǏȌȲ�ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲǞƧƊǶ�

ȲǞƧǘȁƵȺȺخ�àǞɈǘ�ǿȌȲƵ�ɈǘƊȁ�ׄ׀׀�ɯƵƊȲȺ�ȌǏ�ƧȌǶȌȁǞƊǶ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲɯة�ȌȁƵ�ƧƊȁ�ƵɮȯƵȲǞƵȁƧƵ�ɐȁǞȱɐƵ�ƊȲƧǘǞɈƵƧɈɐȲƊǶ�ɈɯȯȌǶȌǐǞƵȺ�

ƊȁƮ�ǶƊȁƮȺƧƊȯƵȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǘƊɨƵ�ƵɨȌǶɨƵƮ�ȺǞȁƧƵ�ɈǘƵ�§ȌȲɈɐǐɐƵȺƵ�ȌƧƧɐȯƊɈǞȌȁخ�ÀǘƵȺƵ�ƵɮɈȲƊȌȲƮǞȁƊȲɯ�ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�

ȁƊɈɐȲƊǶ�ƊɈɈȲƊƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ȲƵɨȌǶɨƵƮ�ƊȲȌɐȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƦƵƊɐɈɯ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲǞƧ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺة�ȲƵǿȁƊȁɈȺ�ȌǏ�ȌǶƮ�ǏȌȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁȺة�ƦȌƊɈ�

ȺǞǐǘɈȺƵƵǞȁǐ�ƊǶȌȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�wƵǶƊǲƊ�ªǞɨƵȲة�ȌȲ�Ɗ�ȱɐǞƧǲ�ǘǞǲƵ�ɈȌ�²Ɉخ�§ƊɐǶٚȺ�RǞǶǶخ�ÀǘƵ�ƧǞɈɯ�ɩƊȺ�ǞȁȺƧȲǞƦƵƮ�ƊȺ�Ɗ�Çy0²!��àȌȲǶƮ�

RƵȲǞɈƊǐƵ�²ǞɈƵ�Ǟȁ�ׂة׈׀׀�ǘǞǐǘǶǞǐǘɈǞȁǐ�ǞɈȺ�ɈƊȁǐǞƦǶƵ�ƊȁƮ�ǞȁɈƊȁǐǞƦǶƵ�ǞǿȯȌȲɈƊȁƧƵخ�ÀǘǞȺ�ȲƵƧȌǐȁǞɈǞȌȁ�ƧƊȲɨƵƮ�Ɗ�ȯƊɈǘ�ǏȌȲ�

more structured preservation efforts and stringent urban development control. 

  Written by LAr. Dr. Shamsul Abu Bakar 
and LAr. Dr. Khalilah Zakariya
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“A nation that forgets its past 
can function no better than an 
individual with amnesia.”

David McCullough

ƧȌǶȌȁǞɹƊɈǞȌȁ�ȯƵȲǞȌƮ�Ǟȁ�ׁخ׆ׅ׉�(ɐȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǶȌȁǞɹƊɈǞȌȁ�ȯƵȲǞȌƮة�
the padang was used for military training, and a ground 
for events and recreation. However, today, the padang is no 
longer in sight. What you will see is an elevated urban square 
renamed into Dataran Pahlawan. In 2004, the padang was 
converted into a commercial complex.

A place becomes meaningful when people can connect 
with it. It is a physical space that gives context to memories 
and histories. We do not deny that the narrative of a place 
is an ever changing process. However, when the structure 
of the place becomes disintegrated and starts to detach 
from its people, memories might also diminish. Gradually, 
what was familiar became unfamiliar and had to be 
reintroduced.  Assoc. Prof. Dr. Nor Zalina Harun, a research 
fellow at the Institute of the Malay World and Civilization 
(ATMA), Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, stated that the 
conversion of Padang Pahlawan into a commercial complex 
has impacted the people’s livelihood.  It has also “wiped out a 
person’s knowledge of his or her past, sense of belonging and 
ǞƮƵȁɈǞɈɯ�²٘خǘƵ�ƊǶȺȌ�ȲƊǞȺƵƮ�ƧȌȁƧƵȲȁȺ�ȲƵǐƊȲƮǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁƧƵ�
of Padang Pahlawan as a place that signaled the birth of our 
nation that has been slowly erased and left unrecognizable in 
today’s society. 

RIGHT An illustrated 
map by Pedro Barreto 

de Resende that 
shows how landscape 

elements were used as 
part of the Acehnese 

ǏȌȲɈǞ˸ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ƮɐȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�
siege of Malacca in 

1629. Although the 16th 
Century Portuguese wall 
was surrounded by these 
ǿƊȺȺǞɨƵ�ǏȌȲɈǞ˸ƧƊɈǞȌȁȺل�ɈǘƵ�

siege nevertheless failed 
to recapture Malacca 
from the Portuguese 

(Source: António de 
Bocarro, Goa, 1635).

FAR RIGHT Dataran 
Pahlawan is now a leisure 

area for the public
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Have people totally forgotten about the meaning of Padang 
Pahlawan? Most have not. In a study that we conducted 
back in 2014, visitors were asked what the site means to 
them. Majority of the respondents related the square with 
the words ‘to relax’, ‘tourists’ and ‘history’. A few of them 
responded “Heritage! Don’t disturb” and “Don’t take away 
ȌɐȲ�˛ƵǶƮ٘خ�XȺ�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ǘȌȯƵ�ɈȌ�ȲƵȺɈȌȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƊȲȲƊɈǞɨƵȺ�ȌǏ�§ƊƮƊȁǐ�
Pahlawan? The padang no longer retains any portions of its 
original landscapes, other than functioning as an open space 
for the public. Although people can still tell that the square 
has a historical value as the name Pahlawan is retained, 
the rich layers of stories may soon fade and disappear if 
no initiatives are done to reinforce the narratives of the 
historical landscape.  Unfortunately, the loss of Padang 
Pahlawan towards current commercial use was only the 
tip of the iceberg. The importance of Padang Pahlawan 
and its surrounding areas were actually beyond personal 
reminiscences or limited to the context of our independence 
time frame.

Going back to more than 400 years ago, this site and its 
surrounding area were battle sites that have witnessed many 
wars in different centuries. Have we forgotten or did we know 
ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ׁׁׁׅ�ƦƊɈɈǶƵ�ɩƊȺ�ɈǘƵ�ɈɐȲȁǞȁǐ�ȯȌǞȁɈ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǘƊȺ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵƮ�
and shaped the evolution of this country? Logically, these 
questions can be quickly answered. One can easily recall 
this topic in our history textbook. Yet, there is no landscape 
ȁƊȲȲƊɈǞɨƵ�ɈȌ�ǿƵǿȌȲǞƊǶǞɹƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȺƊƧȲǞ˛ƧƵȺ�ǿƊƮƵ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�ɩƊȲ-
riors-soldiers who gave their lives in the decisive wars. Equally 
important is also the landscape characters that can reveal 
the invaluable insights into how empires of the past interact 
with their lands to form a city. What was located surrounding 
ɈǘǞȺ�˛ƵǶƮ�ƦƊƧǲ�ɈǘƵȁد�àƊȺ�ǞɈ�Ɗ�ȺɈȲƊɈƵǐǞƧ�ȯǘɯȺǞƧƊǶ�ȯǶƊȁȁǞȁǐ�
that played a crucial role in governing an empire, or was it a 

planning decision that was made from optimizing the site’s 
ȁƊɈɐȲƊǶ�ƧǘƊȲƊƧɈƵȲȺد��ȁƵ�ƧƊȁ�ȯȲȌƦƊƦǶɯ�˛ȁƮ�ȌɐɈ�ǏȲȌǿ�ȲƵƊƮǞȁǐ�
history books and analyzing old maps, but not from the site. 

 ƊȺƵƮ�Ȍȁ�ȌɐȲ�ȌƦȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁة�ǞɈ�ǞȺ�ƮǞǏ˛ƧɐǶɈ�ǏȌȲ�ǿȌȺɈ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ɈȌ�
associate themselves with the dark event that brought 
down the Malacca empire at its pinnacle. And why is this? 
Our hypothesis is that the story is not properly told. We may 
question which part of history do we choose to share and 
display. But this gives us an opportunity to use our creativity in 
designing interpretive elements or spaces at historic sites and 
explore how design can offer a more memorable or immersive 
experience beyond the textbook. Monuments and memorials 
ƊȲƵ�ƧǶƊȺȺǞƧ�ɩƊɯȺ�ȌǏ�ǿƊǲǞȁǐ�ǿƵǿȌȲǞƵȺ�ǞȁɈȌ�ȺȌǿƵɈǘǞȁǐ�˛ɮƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�
permanent in the outdoor spaces. And as we move into the 
future, can histories and memories take on different forms and 
experience?

Lack of sensitivity and understanding towards battle site 
conservation and preservation also contributed to the loss of 
this type of historical spaces. As we can see today, the battle 
site is facing unprecedented threats to survive. It is almost 
ȁȌ�ǶȌȁǐƵȲ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƊƦǶƵ�ƊȺ�ɈǘƵɯ�ǘƊɨƵ�ǶȌȺɈ�ǿȌȺɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ȌȲǞǐǞȁƊǶ�
landscape settings. In a larger context, the urban development 
and land reclamation activities have also severely impacted 
the historic view shed of Strait of Malacca that was once visible 
from the remnants of A’Famosa and the Melaka River. This 
includes the original coastline bombarded by the colonial 
battleships during the conquest of Malacca as described 
in “Sulalatus Salatin.” Can we suggest that battle sites are a 
palimpsest of a nation’s narrative then? The dark events which 
may have brought victory or defeat created layers of lessons 
that we can learn and pass to our future generation. 

Why is preserving and protecting a battle site 
considered noble efforts anyway? According 
to Patrick W. Andrus, a historian from the 
US National Register of Historic Places, the 
battleground landscape is a fundamental part 
of modern states’ national iconography. They are 
highly complex landscapes of commemoration 
where nature stood to witness deadly 
ǘɐǿƊȁ�ƧȌȁ˜ǞƧɈȺخ��wƵƊȁɩǘǞǶƵ�0ةƮɩƊȲƮ�ÀƊƦȌȲ�
Linenthal, an American historian specializing 
in sacred spaces, stated the same notion in his 
book “Sacred Ground: Americans and Their 
 ƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮȺ٘خ�mǞȁƵȁɈǘƊǶ�ǿƵȁɈǞȌȁƵƮ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�
historic battle sites serve as a ceremonial center 
for various forms of veneration. This is where 
people seek experiences of patriotic inspiration 
through memorialized, preserved, restored, 
ƊȁƮ�ȯɐȲǞ˛ƵƮ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈȺخ�ÀǘƵ�ȁƊȲȲƊɈǞɨƵȺة�ǏȌȲ�
instance, are consistent with the traditional 
American societal perspectives that justify the 
preservation of patriotic landscapes since the 
American Revolutionary Wars. Similar narratives 
towards battle site preservation have also 
resonated in the European countries. These 
have encouraged government-led preservation 
efforts of historic battle sites such as by Historic 
England, Historic Environment Scotland, and 
many more.

Padang Pahlawan and its surrounding areas 
deserve and needs to be properly memorialize, 
narrated or curated.  These sacred spaces of 
the nation should be carefully planned and 
managed as our utmost historical importance. 
What would it take to honor and commemorate 
these historical timelines then? For us, serious 
efforts are still needed to physically protect 
what is left and pay proper homage to the 
fallen warriors. Yes, we might not personally 
know them, but remembering what they have 
ȺƊƧȲǞ˛ƧƵƮ�ǞȺ�ȯƊȲɈ�ȌǏ�ȌɐȲ�ȲƵȺȯȌȁȺǞƦǞǶǞɈɯخ�ÀǘƵ�ȺɈȌȲǞƵȺ�
ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƊȺɈ�ƊȲƵ�˛ǶǶƵƮ�ɩǞɈǘ�ǶƵȺȺȌȁȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƧƊȁ�ƊǶǶȌɩ�
us to appreciate the present and make better 
decisions. This would not be an easy journey and 
probably would become another battle left for 
ɐȺ�ɈȌ�˛ǐǘɈ�ǏȌȲخ��ǐƊǞȁة�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ɩƵ�ȲȌǿƊȁɈǞƧǞɹƵ�ɈǘƵ�
historical struggles that formulated the birth 
of our nation or be drowned with the material 
world?  Would it be worth it after all? Our 
decisions today mark the history of the future.
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ABOVE View towards St. Paul Hill’s from today’s Dataran Pahlawan. 
TOP Dataran Pahlawan is now a leisure area for the public
FAR LEFT Dataran Pahlawan functions as an open public space in the night time 


