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1. ARCHITECTURAL CONTEXT AND SOCIAL BACKGROUND 
 

A) When the Portuguese arrived in Malacca, Spain and Portugal were going 
through the transitional period from the Medieval Gothic to the 
Renaissance. King Manuel I (1495-1521) was on the throne and the 
Architectural style of that period was referred to as the ‘Manueline Style’, a 
peculiarly Portuguese phenomenon, and was Contemporary with the 
‘Early Period’ (1492-1556) of the Spanish Renaissance. The ‘Early Period’ 
was noted for the grafting on of Renaissance details on to Gothic forms. 
This was influenced by the fancy Moorish art prevailing prior to the fall of 
Granada. This is known commonly in Europe as the Plateresque (Plateria 
= silverwork) from the minuteness of its detail and its similarity to 
silversmiths’ work. The Plateresque is extremely florid and decoratively 
involved. 

 
B) In the middle ages, Portugal and Spain forming no more the Iberian 

Peninsula, was torn by constant strife between the Moslems and 
Christians. Portuguese achievements in exploration, and in the exotic 
newly discovered lands, Portuguese architects and their colonial-born 
descendants found ample scope for the display of their talents. 

 
C) By 1497, Vasco da Gama had brought Portuguese trade to India. Whilst at 

home with the fall of Granada in 1492 and the final conquest of the 
Moslems, the revival of ecclesiastical buildings, resulted with the many fine 
Renaissance churches in hitherto Moslem districts. Many Moors converted 
to Christianity and were known as Moriscos. 

 
D) When Diego Lopes de Sequeira arrived in 1509, Malacca had a Malay 

Sultanate and it was already a busy city of trade and commerce. The 
Malay rulers’ strength was based on support given by the ‘orangkaya’ (rich 
elite). When they transferred their loyalty to which they saw as militarily 
more superior to those of Malacca, the Kingdom collapsed. Their trade 
and commercial enterprise flourished under the Portuguese. 

 

2. PLANNING OF MALACCA 



 
A) The Portuguese built modest gateway fort called A Famosa at the 

foothills of St. Paul’s Hill. This followed later by a stone battlement to 
complete the whole fortification. This was the start of the ‘new’ 
Portuguese town planned along the lines of medieval towns with a 
great fortification around it. 

 
B) Features of the fortification: 

 
i) It had a hill: St. Paul’s Hill 
 This hill served as a vantage point, a ‘look-out’, landmark and also to  

act as a final last retreat during battle. 
 

ii) It had a Garrison 
 This was ‘the keep’ where it housed the administrative office, living 

quarters for the garrison and central store for ammunition. Near the 
shore for rapid action in case of attack. 
 

      iii) The Citadel 
  Together with the Citadel, were built seven bastions. The largest and  

strongest facing the sea (but it was one of the weakest S. Dominic to  
the N>E and landward side which was breached by the Dutch in 1641). 

 
iv) Within the City 

There were churches, administrative buildings, stores, trading houses, 
hospitals, many large houses and well-developed street and squares. 
These street patterns are still the basis of the existing streets of 
Malacca. The seafront has changed and where the citadel was sited is 
o longer by the sea. Within the city walls lived Portuguese subjects, 
and friendly trusted trading partners and natives. 

 
C) Outside the City Walls 

The north of the walls is the Melaka river. It was where the boats berth 
to discharge their goods and to barter. The river was spanned over 
from the fortification by a covered bridge leading it to the Tranquerah 
district that housed the Chinese villages. This village was given over 
around 1525.The Chinese Kampong (village) laid out as they still are 
today and Kampong Kling, where the Indians lived and to the south 
would be the Malays. The development of the Tranquerah (Tengkara) 
area was natural as it was bound by the sea on the West and Melaka 
river on the East. This was fortified by the Dutch as a first line defense 
before the citadel could be breached. 

 
 
 

3. MELAKA TODAY 
 



A) The Characteristic of Melaka as a Medieval garrison by the sea is still 
obvious. The original road system laid out then are still well defined by 
non-Portuguese buildings (as all Portuguese buildings were 
demolished by the Dutch, and most Dutch and Portuguese buildings 
were later destroyed by the British). Thus the Chinese areas are still 
well defined and have not changed; and other areas are also still intact. 

 
B) The wall is gone except for the gate by the Bastion Santiago. The sea 

front between Bastion St. Peter and Santiago has gone through 
reclamation of the sea, for an open space by the sea. 

 
C) The main town square of A Famosa is now where the Stadhuys and 

Church of Christ front. The Stadhuys was built over the ruins of the 
Keep. On close examination and from recent research, the dimensions 
of the Stadhuys were said to match that of the Keep. From examining 
the footprint of the Keep, it is quite obvious where the Stadhuys was 
built over. 

 
D) The prevailing character of this unique Medieval City in the East, built 

and planned by the Portuguese has survived through time. Due to 
good fortune, the Dutch in wanting to maintain Batavia as the main 
trading port did not see fit to develop Melaka. The British were too pre-
occupied in Penang and Singapore to want to be bothered with Melaka 
as well. In that way, remnants of old Malacca had been preserved, 
through time, almost intact.  

 
E) For a long time prior to Malaysia’s Independence and the initial years 

after not much commercial activity contributed towards its growth. The 
British who had settled in both Singapore and Penang, never 
considered Melaka to be of any commercial consequence but as a post 
to protect the Straits of Melaka. Since twenty years ago, there has 
been an uncontrolled or planned development of Melaka. This is the 
result of Government’s intent to make Melaka into a centre for tourism, 
now that tourism is an acceptable and respectable source of income. 
The accompanying industrial growth had also pushed the new 
economy. The influx of foreign money from Taiwan and Singapore and 
the demand for both industrial and housing land set Melaka on its way 
to uncontrolled piecemeal growth. The direction and speed with which 
development is proceeding will ultimately destroy the unique character 
of Melaka. Large tract of sea front had been reclaimed; eradicating any 
resemblance of what Melaka was when there was a seafront. 

 
F) Melaka, the main trading port of the East from the 16th Century till early 

18th Century now no longer boasts of any seafront or harbour. There is 
a mammoth task ahead to preserve and to restore some of the original 
character and spirit that made Melaka great at the time when the 
Portuguese occupied it. This is the challenge that I referred to as ‘a 



project that was started in 1509 and up till now still not completed’. It 
has gone somewhat astray but with a joint effort by experts and 
government support, the planners and decision-makers should be able 
to do something about a comprehensive new plan for Melaka by the 
2020. 

 
G) The importance of Melaka in terms of city planning has been 

overlooked. Some research and study is required to highlight the 
numerous lessons to be learnt from Medieval Malacca. 

 
 

4. PLANNING ISSUES FOR MELAKA WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF 
AN ANCIENT CITY 

 
 A complete research and study with a final recommendation ought to be 

considered. It ought to cover the following: 
 
a) A research into the architecture and planning of Melaka, with particular 

reference to other medieval cities by the sea, in Portugal, noting in 
particular: 

- the governing  concepts 
- planning principles:  

- types of buildings. 
- construction method of buildings of that period. 
- any other aspects relevant to planning and 

building fortified cities of that period. 
 

It has become apparent that Portuguese heritage in Melaka was not 
centered on architectural but rather the planning of this unique 
medieval citadel which flourished as a major trading port for 132 years. 
In modern context, 132 years may not be a very long time but much do 
happen during 13 centuries. 

 
b) Institute some archeological dig at strategic spots to establish locations 

and positions of the walls, bastions and footprints of buildings. 
This is important for conservation and preservation studies to define 
and quantify Melaka’s architectural history; and also to define and 
ascertain Portuguese influence in Melaka. 

 
c) After having accomplished a) & b) above, the study should base on the 

information gathered assist to guide and provide data for planning the 
structure of future Melaka along the original spirit and conceptual lines 
in order that Melaka in 2020 may be modern re-interpretation of what 
the ‘Medieval City of the East’ built by the Portuguese was, in 1514. 


