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AN
ARTISTIC 

VISION
FOR

PENANG
TONY PUA TALKS ABOUT THE BENEFITS OF HAVING 

A DESTINATION FOR ART IN CONJUNCTION WITH 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PENANG ART DISTRICT

BY TAN SIOK HOON
PAD RENDERINGS COURTESY OF TONY PUA

ART IS not a subject one usually associates 

with politician Tony Pua, the current Member 

of Parliament for Petaling Jaya Utara. Indeed, 

his involvement in the Penang Art District (PAD) 

project may come as a surprise to many. When 

we meet in Petaling Jaya recently to talk about 

Penang’s upcoming art destination, it becomes 

clear that the Malaysian art scene is destined for 

greater things.

Pua’s role as project director of PAD is vol-

untary and, more importantly, visionary. So, how 

did the whole idea of PAD come about? Basical-

ly, it began to germinate in Pua’s mind during a 

trip to Shanghai and Beijing in 2014. He explains, 

“I have always liked to travel and though I don’t 

specifi cally look for them, as an art tourist and 

enthusiast, I don’t mind going to the various 

markets to see what they have.”

Pua’s visit to the art districts of Tianzifang 

and 798 in the Chinese megalopolises made him 

envisage the possibility of an art district in Ma-

laysia. “There is really none in Malaysia at this 

point in time, so I approached the (party) bosses 

in Penang to ask if they wanted to have some-

thing like that. They liked the idea and the fi rst 

site that was offered for it was Sia Boey, next to 

Komtar and the heritage district.”

However, things have changed since the 
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Artist's impression of PAD's sculpture park 
with its canopy design (this page) and the 
container concept building (opposite page)

announcement of the project in 2015. Accord-

ing to Pua, the Sia Boey market site was, from 

a geographical viewpoint, ideal to develop an 

art district but its close proximity to the pro-

posed LRT hub — the major interchange is 

expected to take up a huge amount of space 

and the construction of the three lines is likely 

to take up to 15 years to complete — made it 

unsuitable. A consensus was reached to look 

for another place and the result was a bigger 

site at McCallum — about 300m from the orig-

inal site — which will be served by an LRT line 

in the near future.

THE WINNING CONCEPT

Essentially, PAD will be developed on nine 

acres of fl at, green terrain at the McCallum 

site with an eye-catching and functional cano-

py design, aptly entitled “Under One Canopy”. 

This concept won the bid for the design of PAD 

largely due to the proposed shaded, sculpture 

park surrounding the art district.

Although a crucial part of local develop-

ments these days, the park is not a place Ma-

laysians would go to in the middle of the day, 

Pua points out. “If you want activities during 

the day in the park, you need to have some 

sort of shade, and it does not have to be 100% 

shade. Breathable canvas or sheets — which 

can assume different colours and designs, like 

the fabric used for the Water Cube (or National 

Aquatics Centre) in the 2008 Beijing Olympics 

— will be used as the canopy for the sculp-

ture park.”

Featuring an easy-to-build, fl exible and 

modular style, that refl ects Penang’s shipping 

heritage, PAD’s built-up space will basically be 

in the form of a container-themed building, the 

fi nal design of which is still in progress. What 

will set PAD apart is that its arts portion and 

elements can be extended because the state 

is not aiming to make a profi t or to recoup the 

cost of constructing the space. In that way, 

rental can be kept low and affordable for gal-

leries, studios and art communes and coop-

eratives to take up residence there.

With arts and events being the key focus 

of PAD, the areas that are being planned for 

include black boxes, art galleries, exhibition 

and festival spaces, art and music studios, 

co-working studios, art bookshops and oth-

er curated retail and F&B outlets that evoke 

an artisanal fl avour, like specialised and inde-

pendent boutiques and cafés, coupled with 

live performances in the evenings. Education 

in the arts will also be promoted at PAD, where 

a creative environment will allow mini-cam-

puses of arts and design colleges, dance and 

music schools, arts and crafts workshops and 

museums to thrive.

The popularity of outdoor activities will be 

fostered at PAD’s public areas which will fea-

ture a green park, sculpture park, children’s 

park and bicycle/skate park and spaces for 

busking, fl ea markets, graffi ti/wall art and other 

events. To cater for the needs of art consum-

ers and tourists, stores providing art ancillary 

services, like art supplies, framing and couri-

er, will also be available at PAD, besides out-

lets for general service providers, like money 

changers, ATMs and banking, tourist informa-

tion centres and park and ride.

WHY AN ART DISTRICT?

It makes sense to develop an art district in Pen-

ang from a geographical and strategic stand-

point, says Pua, listing fi ve reasons: there is no 

art zone in Malaysia or even Southeast Asia; 

the state is a natural fi t for art tourism; the proj-

ect will consolidate Penang’s dispersed art 

scene; it provides a focal point for the George 

Town Festival; and Penang can be established 

as Southeast Asia’s regional art centre.

Another obvious reason is that a latent cul-
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ture of art tourism already exists in Penang, 

says Pua, citing as an example the popular Boy 

on Motorcycle mural by Ernest Zacharevic. He 

opines that this artwork would have been lost 

if it had been painted in Petaling Jaya or Kuala 

Lumpur, compared to the hype it has received 

on a Unesco World Heritage island.

He believes Penang will benefi t both eco-

nomically and culturally as the host of an art 

district — its tourism and economic ecosys-

tems will be enhanced, it will see the creation 

of more service-oriented jobs, its inner city will 

be revived and the lives of its citizens will be 

enriched by a highly visible socioeconomic 

and cultural project in the city.

“So, Penang is the right place for some-

thing like PAD and with the number of tour-

ists and artists it attracts, it can actually be-

come the country’s centre of art and, hopefully, 

Southeast Asia’s too. By putting together the 

art scene in a custom-made, attractive desti-

nation, any tourist coming to Penang for, say, 

three days and two nights will probably spend 

half a day consuming art at PAD. There will be 

enough to see; PAD will be a destination by 

itself. Its container concept will attract even 

people who are not art enthusiasts, maybe just 

to take a selfi e at an iconic landmark.”

When asked if there is a risk of PAD 

over-commercialising art on the island, Pua 

replies, “What we want to do is to democra-

tise the art space. Art should be accessible 

to all layers of society, regardless of whether 

you are rich and want to buy expensive art or 

if you are poor and want to consume good, af-

fordable art. You should be able to appreciate 

art in an environment that is conducive to it. I 

don’t want to be someone from the kampung 

going to an area that only caters to the elite. 

That’s not art either. To a certain extent, art is 

something appreciated by anyone, educated 

or otherwise. Everyone can appreciate some-

thing that is relatively well drawn, well painted 

or well created. It’s about making the art space 

accessible to everyone.”

He adds, “There will be the expensive and 

affordable galleries; there will be the general 

exhibitions that everyone can go to. It is the 

same for restaurants. You will have your Star-

bucks and your high-end artisan coffee. You 

will have your food court and your fi ne dining. 

Everyone will be catered for.

“What we want is for people who don’t 

have any interest in art to be drawn to it while 

they are at PAD. It is an educational process. 

For art to be successful and reach critical 

mass, you need consumers from all levels. We 

have a very small space for art consumers in 

Malaysia. That’s one of the reasons I got in-

volved. I’m not getting paid for doing this but 

I thought it’s an area I want to be involved in 

as art is my interest and hobby.”

PAD TIMELINE AND ART MUSEUM 

EXTENSION

At the time of the interview, the PAD proj-

ect had already gotten the go-ahead. Pen-

ang-based BYG Group/BYG Architecture Sdn 

Bhd, which had pre-qualifi ed for the concept, 

was awarded the contract for the job. The cost 

of developing PAD is estimated at RM30 mil-

lion, which will be fully provided by the state 

government. The asset owner will be the Pen-

ang Development Corporation.

After getting the approval of the local 

council, tenders will be invited for the con-

struction job. Work on the project is expected 

to start in the fi rst quarter of next year and be 

completed in 15 months — a relatively short 

period, thanks to the adoption of prefabrica-

tion in construction.

The allocation of space in the contain-

er-based building will be 80,000 sq ft for retail 

and other built-ups and 20,000 sq ft for the ho-

tel atop the building. Admission to PAD will be 

free with entrance fees charged only for spe-

cifi c performances.

“PAD targets Malaysian artists but we also 

want a regional fl avour and will bring in artists 

from Myanmar, Thailand, Indonesia and so on. 

This means visitors will also experience South-

east Asia, not just Penang and Malaysia. Along 

the way, we will invite focus groups from the 

local art community, stakeholders, gallerists 

and artists to improve PAD’s internal design 

to make it relevant to Penang and successful 

as an art destination,” Pua says.

On the drawing board are plans for an art 

museum at PAD with half an acre already al-

located for it. However, its development is still 

in the works. Pua says while the Penang State 

Art Gallery has been given permission to seek 

private funding for the art museum, the state 

is pledging a one-to-one investment towards 

its development as a co-funder.

Apart from championing an ambitious 

project like PAD as a public offi cial who be-

lieves art can enrich a state economically and 

culturally, Pua has had a lifelong interest in 

drawing and painting. But the hobby took a 

backseat after he graduated from university. 

Admitting to having excelled in art in school, 

the Oxford alumnus says he was often enlisted 

by teachers to paint backdrops and banners 

for school functions and events.

Though not actively painting and drawing 

these days without the luxury of time, Pua’s 

interest in art has not waned. He turned con-

sumer and collector and has built an eclectic 

personal collection in the last two decades. 

Decorating his home and offi ce are works that 

include a wooden sculp-

ture of a herd of elephants 

purchased in Thailand 15 

years ago to a more re-

cent acquisition of an oil 

painting of a little girl and 

boy in a playful pose by 

local artist Chong Soon 

Leong.

Pua confesses that 

he would like to go back 

to his hobby after his sec-

ond retirement from so-

ciopolitical life. “I would 

like to paint again because I like it, not so 

much because I am good at it. For now, I en-

joy [collecting] good pieces of work by young 

artists.”

Because of PAD, he has been attending a 

lot of art exhibitions and meeting people in the 

industry. “You need to engage, talk to them, 

hear what they have to say as you view the 

artworks. So, you tend to see more, and see 

more of what you like. The side effect is that I 

end up buying more art,” he laughs.

When asked to comment on the role of art 

in society, Pua says, “I think art is just another 

form of expression. It captures who and what 

we are, and it preserves the history and mem-

ories of what it is to be human and to be alive.”

And does art play a role in nation-build-

ing? “It’s hard to extend it to nation-building 

but you can try. Art does not, on its own, play 

that role but it plays that role with everything 

else in society,” he says, spoken like an au-

thentic thinker and sage. E




