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Copper cladding on the dome of the Masjid Kapitan 
Keling.

How Think City ’s first demonstrative project in 
George Town rescued the iconic mosque and set 
the bar for best practices in project conception, 

conservation and community engagement.

The Masjid Kapitan Keling (MKK) 
or Kapitan Keling Mosque is nestled 
along a street that bears its name in 
the heart of  George Town’s Muslim 
enclave. It may not be Malaysia’s largest 
mosque but it is certainly one of  its most 
historic, tracing its origins back to 1808; 
it is listed under Malaysia’s National 
Heritage Act as a national monument. 
Beyond the bricks, mortar and famous 
copper domes, the mosque is still very 
much a focal point for George Town’s 
Muslims who gather regularly to 
worship, study and celebrate.

When the Mosque committee (qariyah) 
approached Think City for a grant to 
fix its leaky dome, it was a last ditch 
attempt to salvage a national heritage 
treasure. Two previous attempts carried 
out in 2000 and 2005 had failed; every 
time it rained, the dome above the main 
prayer area would leak, making the 
floor slippery and damaging the interior 
plaster work. It had reached the point 
where the qariyah was considering 
replacing the entire copper cladding 
which would have irrevocably altered the 
mosque’s identity.
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01 Firemen spraying water on the dome to identify leaks. 
02 Inspecting the dome from the inside.
03 Carefully riveting the holes.
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“When we did our engagement with 
the qariyah it wasn’t easy as two other 
consultants had previously done work 
and had created more problems. So 
initially trust towards Think City was 
very low. We explained to them that 
we could restore this dome without 
replacing the dome, because they 
were quite keen to change the dome 
completely. They were unhappy with 
the whole experience and the dome was 
expensive to maintain," explained Suraya 
Ismail, Think City’s Grants Programme 
Director.

“From the beginning we took a long-term 
view that since we were tasked with fixing 
the dome, we should also enhance the 
surrounding buildings within the mosque 
compound to make it more of  a focal 
point for the community. First we had to 
demonstrate success with the dome.”

The process of  engagement between 
Think City and the qariyah also involved 
discussions with Majlis Agama Islam 
Negeri Pulau Pinang (MAINPP) and 
Jabatan Warisan Negara, given MKK’s 
religious and historical significance. 
Concurrently, a functional brief  for the 
new buildings was developed by Think 
City with input from the qariyah to 
prioritise how space would be utilised. 
“This was a useful exercise which allowed 
the mosque community to work out what 
space was actually needed and what was 
unnecessary,” Suraya explained.

04 Tan Sri Nor Mohamed Yakcop (dark 
blue shirt), then Minister in the Prime 
Minister's Department took an active 
interest in the dome's repairs. He is 
photographed at an event organised 
by the qariyah which regularly holds

 community events within the 
mosque’s grounds. 
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 “After about seven months of  discussion, 
we finally started with the rectification 
of  the dome, we brought in copper 
specialists from Australia as we found 
out that the previous contractors hadn’t 
understood the material. They had used 
steel nails to keep the copper cladding 
together and this exacerbated the 
problem. There were so many holes that 
when we did a rain simulation test, water 
came into the dome rapidly."

The nine-month project hit a wall in the 
third month. “I would say that motivation 
was very low because the process didn’t 
seem to work. We wanted this project to 
build the capacity of  local contractors, 
with AusHeritage acting as an advisor; 
however after a few unsuccessful trials 
the local contractor suggested replacing 
the dome completely. We just didn’t 
have copper specialists in Malaysia at 
that time. This was where Think City 
played a critical role in being tenacious, 
taking leadership and driving this project 
through, with the expert advice of  
AusHeritage." 

Successfully staying the course also 
meant keeping the qariyah informed and 
onside. “The best way to do this was to 
involve them in all formal meetings and 
discussions so that they knew exactly what 
we were trying to do. They also became 
the spokespeople for the project, actually 
understanding the complexities of  the 
project, which wasn’t easy. But because 

“The mosque’s dome had been 
leaking for a very long time. Previous 
repairs were unsuccessful and 
prayers were disrupted every time 
it rained heavily. Think City took 
a very thorough approach to the 
dome restoration and I’m happy 
to say it hasn’t leaked since. We’re 
looking forward to the next phase 
in our partnership – new buildings 
in the mosque compound for the 
congregation to gather.”

Meera Mydin, 
Mosque Committee Chairman
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“They had used steel 
nails to keep the copper 
cladding together and 
this exacerbated the 
problem. There were so 
many holes in the dome, 
that when we did a water 
test it was like it was 
raining!”
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Bruce Pettman, Conservation Architect 
at the New South Wales Public 
Works Department working through 
AusHeritage, highlighted some of 
the technical challenges involved in 
restoring the MKK’s copper dome. “We 
had to persuade some people that 
repair was a viable option and a good 
conservation action rather than making 
things look as new.

It was necessary to investigate and test 
the dome’s problems using unusual 
methods including asking the fire 
department to use its fire hoses to shower 
the dome with water while we were inside 
it. 

The project also included the installation 
of proper ladders, platforms and access 
points for much better access to monitor 
and repair the roof areas including the 
dome, so that it could be regularly 
monitored and problems could be caught 
early and minor maintenance undertaken. 

It was vital that we introduced heritage 
conservation approaches (heritage 
conservation philosophy) to old 
buildings rather than leave the solution 

to contractors who may or may not 
understand the traditional fabric, design 
and construction methods of these 
wonderful structures.

In parallel with the dome and other 
conservation works to the mosque 
building, we also worked with Think 
City to develop a concept design for 
new facilities on the site for the mosque 
community. This required sympathetic 
new infill development on a restricted and 
highly significant site in the centre of the 
World Heritage Listed George Town city 
core.
 
The support and enthusiasm of the 
Think City team, especially the Project 
Director Suraya Ismail, are to be highly 
commended. Our AusHeritage team of 
three and the local consultant worked for 
a common positive heritage outcome. I 
feel there is a strong need for Think City 
to continue its charter for a few years 
more to ensure the commitment and 
informed support to managing change 
properly, to building local knowledge 
resources and skills about heritage 
opportunities and management and 
to achieve good urban regeneration in 
George Town and in Penang generally.” 

Pettman explaining a point at a workshop attended by local contractors.

“Do as much as 
is necessary 
(to ensure a 

heritage building 
is kept in good 

order, well 
maintained and 

used) but as 
little as possible 

(to intervene 
with or lose 
the cultural 

heritage 
integrity and 

fabric of a 
significant 

heritage place).”
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they knew what was going on there was 
more give and take, especially when there 
were delays,” said Suraya. 

Once the dome was successfully restored, 
Think City was able to turn their 
attention to the mosque’s new buildings. 
The design has already been finalised and 
it will be passed to the qariyah for them to 
implement.

“A key outcome of  this project was 
building local capacity, not just in terms 
of  technical capacity. Now the qariyah is 
organised in such a way to solve problems 
themselves, there is a focus. This is more 
than a mosque, it is a huge part of  history; 
they understand that it is important not 
to change the character of  the building 
by simply adding aircons or ornamental 
decorations in the gardens. They now 
understand what it takes to maintain a 
national monument.”

From one dome to another
After the successful restoration of the 
Masjid Kapitan Keling’s copper dome, 

the main contractor went on to carry 
out restoration work on Kuala Lumpur’s 

Bangunan Sultan Abdul Samad.

CONSERVATION WORKSHOPS

An Australian specialist 
brought in by AusHeritage 
demonstrates how to work 
effectively with copper.

To build local capacity and upgrade the skills of local craftsmen, builders, 
architects and heritage professionals, Think City ran regular conservation 
workshops in partnership with local and international experts.

There are four main 
traditional materials used 

in George Town's heritage 
buildings – timber, stone, 
clay and lime. Participants 

learn how to correctly apply 
lime plaster to a brick wall. 

Traditional terracotta clay 
tiles help keep buildings 
cool in the tropical heat.

Salvaging a wooden shutter 
by removing layers of old 
paint.


