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19TH CENTURY’S TAOIST TEMPLE AMONG TEMPLE COMMITTEE IN THE 

KLANG VALLEY, MALAYSIA 

By 

YEONG YIN MEI 

August 2021 

Chair    : Prof Khairul Aidil Azlin Abd Rahman, PhD 
Faculty    : Design and Architecture 

Taoist temple is a specific religious and cultural landmark that carries symbolic
meaning. The ornaments and architecture buildings serve as a conventional
system and perpetual symbols, mainly to pass down to the next generation. 
Nevertheless, research has demonstrated that the younger generation in Malaysia
hardly understood the symbolic meanings of the architecture and ornaments in the
Taoist Temples. This research aims to identify the symbolic meaning of the
architecture and ornaments, subsequently to assess the Temple Committee’s
understanding of the symbolic meaning of the architecture and ornaments of the
Taoist temples constructed in the 19th century in Klang Valley, and lastly to 
recommend a framework of the symbolic meaning of Taoist architecture and 
ornaments for knowledge dissemination. Site observational study and semi-
structured interviews with the Temple Committee in ten Taoist Temples revealed
the understanding of the temples physical attributes of the architecture and
ornaments. In this study, architectural drawings, sketches, photographs of the
samples, and voice recordings facilitated the Descriptive Analysis process. The 
findings show that the evolutionarily constructed architectural attributes of the 
samples built in the 19th century embraced less Royal symbolic meaning for the
upper section. Nevertheless, it was discovered that the roof of the foyer carries a 
royal symbolic meaning and the upper section of the main hall depicted the Malay
vernacular architecture features such the ventilated roof, which is signifying a 
Sino-Malay character, reflecting the man-made production during the 19th 
century, which was dedicated to the Chinese diaspora. Additionally, most of the
ornaments discovered applied in the figural form to express the folklore tales in 
the theory of Theism. This study also reveals that the respondents were able to
describe the simple keywords of the symbolic meaning, in religious approach and
clueless for the royal symbolic meaning. Furthermore, they could not
comprehensively explain the symbolic meaning of the architecture and ornaments
due to the limitation of knowledge. Therefore, the recommended framework for 
knowledge dissemination is to synthesize the power of relevant stakeholders with 
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joint efforts in a multidisciplinary capacity in order to promulgate the Chinese 
legacy to the future generation. 
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PEMAKNAAN SIMBOLIK SENI BINA DAN PERHIASAN DALAM KUIL TAO 
ABAD KE 19 DI KALANGAN AHLI JAWATANKUASA KUIL DI LEMBAH 

KLANG, MALAYSIA 
 

Oleh 
 

YEONG YIN MEI 
 
 

Ogos 2021 
 
 

Pengerusi : Prof Khairul Aidil Azlin Abd Rahman, PhD 
Fakulti : Rekabentuk dan Senibina  
 
 
Kuil Tao adalah mercu tanda agama dan budaya khusus yang membawa makna 
simbolik. Hiasan dan seni bina berfungsi sebagai sistem konvensional dan 
simbol abadi, terutama untuk diturunkan ke generasi berikutnya. Walaupun 
begitu, penyelidikan ini menunjukkan bahawa generasi muda di Malaysia hampir 
tidak memahami makna simbolik seni bina dan perhiasan di kuil Tao. 
Penyelidikan ini bertujuan untuk mengenal pasti makna simbolik seni bina dan 
perhiasan, seterusnya untuk menilai pemahaman ahli jawatankuasa kuil 
mengenai makna simbolik seni bina dan perhiasan kuil Tao yang dibina pada 
abad ke-19 di Lembah Klang, dan untuk mengesyorkan kerangka makna 
simbolik seni bina Tao dan perhiasan untuk penyebaran pengetahuan. Kajian 
pemerhatian tapak dan wawancara separa berstruktur dengan ahli 
jawatankuasa kuil di sepuluh Kuil Tao mengungkapkan pemahaman tentang 
sifat fizikal kuil dari seni bina dan perhiasan. Dalam kajian ini, lukisan seni bina, 
lakaran, fotografi, dan rakaman suara dikumpulkan untuk memudahkan proses 
Analisis Deskriptif. Hasil kajian menunjukkan bahawa sifat seni bina yang dibina 
secara evolusi dari sampel yang dibina pada abad ke-19 merangkumi makna 
simbolik diraja yang kurang untuk bahagian atas. Walaupun begitu, didapati 
bahawa bumbung ruang legar membawa makna simbolik diraja dan bahagian 
atas dewan utama menyerupai ciri seni bina vernakular Melayu seperti bumbung 
pengudaraan, yang mana menandakan sifat Sino-Melayu, yang mencerminkan 
hasil kerja pembuat pada abad ke-19, yang didedikasikan untuk diaspora Cina. 
Selain itu, sebahagian besar perhiasan yang ditemui digunakan dalam bentuk 
figura untuk mengekspresikan kisah cerita rakyat dalam teori Teisme. Kajian ini 
juga menunjukkan bahawa responden dapat menggambarkan kata kunci 
sederhana dari makna simbolik, dalam pendekatan keagamaan dan mereka 
tidak mengerti makna simbolik diraja. Selanjutnya, mereka tidak dapat 
menjelaskan makna simbolik seni bina dan perhiasan secara komprehensif 
kerana keterbatasan pengetahuan. Oleh itu, kerangka kerja yang disyorkan 
adalah untuk penyebaran pengetahuan; mensintesis kekuatan pihak 
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berkepentingan yang relevan dengan usaha bersama dalam kapasiti pelbagai 
disiplin untuk menyebarkan warisan China kepada generasi akan datang 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

The strategic location of Malaysia has allowed it to become a corridor that 
enabled maritime trade activities between the East (China) and the Indian 
Ocean. During that period, it served as a port to routine vessel voyage crossing 
the mainstream through the Straits of Malacca to ship merchant goods (Widodo, 
2011). Maritime traders with diverse roles such as traders, builders, fishermen, 
peasants and business merchants travelled to Southeast Asia in ships which 
resulted in the formations of habitat settlements in coastal cities in throughout 
Southeast Asia including the Chinese settlements in Malaysia (Widodo, 2011). 
The first Chinese settlement was initiated by a cluster of maritime traders during 
the 16th and 17th centuries, followed by a cluster of mining frontier during the 
19th century (Andaya & Andaya, 2001; Ryan, 1971). Nevertheless, these 
Chinese settlements only brought a significant impact during the 19th century due 
to the establishment of the mining frontiers who were descendants of the Qing 
dynasty (1644A.D.-1944A.D.) and peasants in mainland China (Amos, 1969). 
This cluster originated from the Northern and Southern China with several 
Chinese dialects such Cantonese, Fujian, Hakka, Teochew, Hainan, and many 
others (Tan, 1997).  

 

 
The Chinese diaspora travelled far from their homeland due to various natural 
calamities, economic and political turmoil that forced them to leave (Suyama, 
1962) and start  a better living by working as coolies or miners in Malaysia (Hew, 
2015; Kohl, 1978). The arrival of the gods and the universe sound implausible 
and amazing to them that worshipping the deities had alternatively offered them 
a stronger sense of comfort when sojourning to a new land. With their arrival, so 
did the Chinese architecture, and this is reflected in the Taoist temples.  Colonial 
intrusion and occupation during the 19th century (Moffett et al., 2003) had 
undoubtedly introduced other indigenous western features as reflected in the 
designs of the temples. As a result, this biodiverse region has been beautifully 
woven to demonstrate the richness of its architectural landmarks, and cultural 
and historical traits ever since (Sodangi et al., 2013). These buildings are the 
ideology and reflection of the Chinese diaspora and colonial occupation in 
Malaysia.  

 

 
In the 19th century, the Klang Valley was the most industrialized region and one 
of the prominent regions ushering the mining trade (see Figure 1). The rapid 
expansion of tin and mining production in the heyday resulted in a major influx 
of Chinese diaspora sojourned in this region (Yip, 1969).  
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Figure 1.1: The Tin Rush Era of Mining Trade in the Klang Valley During 
The 19th Century.  
(Source: Yip, 1969) 
 

The Chinese diaspora brought with them their native characters to Malaysia and 
intermingled in the local cultural contexts, politics, social patterns and other 
factors to localise themselves. Consecutively, they interwoven their design 
principles and elements of wisdom from China mainland, and adapted the 
construction techniques and materials chiefly associated with the local climate 
(Widodo, 2018). The modification and the adaptation of the vernacular features 
introduced by the Chinese community have eventually formed a new habitat with 
its distinctive identity (Widodo, 2009). They have created a liveable shelter 
including the constructions of the beautiful Taoist temples which they proudly 
proclaimed as the "best art production".  

 

A Taoist temple is a forerunner of the Chinese Association in Malaysia. It is best 
known as a religious institution where relevant religious activities for the Chinese 
religion are held (C.-B. Tan, 2018).  Interestingly, it was discovered that the 
features of the Taoist temples in Malaysia indicate that they do not have a 
significant influence from Southeast Asia (Munoz, 2006). Instead, the temples 
profoundly reflect the influence of ideologies from the Northern and Southern 
China (V. F. Chen, 1998; Kohl, 1978; Yeang, 1992). The physical building of 
Taoist temples, regarded as a nation-specific trademark featuring distinct 
architectures, can be distinguished based on three essential attributes: the main 
podium, the corporeal body and the roof (V. F. Chen, 1998; Liang & Fairbank, 
1984). The attributes of the building are inseparable from the various flamboyant 
ornaments which carry symbolic meanings that mirror the Chinese cultural 
identity. The ornaments are designed based on many factors, primarily the 
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traditional legends and the concepts and philosophy which originated from 
ancient China (Lip, 1993). As acknowledged by many scholars, these potential 
assets have created a major opportunity for revenue and businesses in cultural 
tourism. They are likely to bring in positive benefits and generate a profitable 
return to the country (Delconte, Kline, & Scavo, 2015; Loulanski & Loulanski, 
2011; Sodangi, Khamdi, Idrus, Hammad, & Ahmedumar, 2014; Zhu, Huang, & 
Xiong, 2020). Therefore, maintaining the cultural significance and identity of the 
holistic Taoist temples is pivotal.  

 

Regrettably, although the Taoist temples have been officially regarded as an 
indispensable feature since the Zhou dynasty (Loewe et al., 1999), the greatest 
challenges and hurdles alluded by scholars have been seriously overlooked. 
Scholars have raised their concerns on the current scenario in China which limits 
the artefacts showcased openly to the public over the past century. It is 
unfortunate that taking photographs is prohibited in the Taoist temples given the 
avant-garde and digital epoch the current society is (Mann, 2008). This 
phenomenon is a long-standing issue as less exposure means there is a 
tendency of slumps in the community’s understanding in perceiving the 
indigenous cultural significance. This is a sign of a breakdown of cultural identity, 
ignorance to the transcendental Chinese culture which will ultimately lead to 
degeneration.  

 

This nationwide issue is a consequence of irresponsible human activities, 
particularly the urban transformation, destruction or refurbishment of the existing 
fabric (Widodo, 2018). Their lack of understanding of the indigenous cultural 
significance was messed up, blurred up and consecutively, created gross 
misunderstandings of the indigenous symbolic meanings and identity within the 
community. Chinese mobilisation in Malaysia is seen as a power to promulgate 
the indigenous cultural significance to the future generation. Scholarly research 
have demonstrated that although the younger generation positively recognises 
the importance and significance of the Taoist temples, in general, they lack the 
understanding and are clueless about the symbolic meanings behind these 
historical assets—the Taoist temples (Yeong et al., 2016).  

 

1.2 Problem statement 

Armani & Arbi (2014) regard Chinese architecture in Peninsular Malaysia as the 
most prevailing and the ornament was regarded as a key protagonist, serve as 
fashionable accessories and trademark for an architecture building, not merely 
for beautification, it’s also with a specific function (Hardwick & Wall, 2006). 
Despite Trilling (2001) accentuated the ornaments and architecture building 
serve as a conventional system and perpetual symbols, mainly to pass down to 
the next generation once the community becomes more familiar with it, 
nevertheless, the younger generation in Malaysia had found hardly understood 
the symbolic meanings of the architecture and ornaments in the Taoist Temples. 
It also discovered there is a challenge for the Temple Committee to sustain the 
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design identity for Taoist temples due to their shortage of knowledge in the 
relevant field (YM.Yeong et al., 2016; YM.Yeong, Rahman, Ismail, & Utaberta, 
2020). This consequently becomes an obstruction for the community to pass 
down the relevant knowledge to the next generation. This phenomenon was 
aligned with Glǎveanu (2014) statement, the researcher emphasised that 
although the ornaments were ubiquitous and signalled the community’s daily life, 
they were, however, being belittled and frequently ignored. Similarly, Mankus 
(2014) argued that the symbolic objects were being underestimated in light of 
being infrequently investigated, analysed, and examined academically, 
particularly concerning the roles and symbolic significance of the ornaments.  

 

In conjunction with this phenomenon, the author has analysed various relevant 
studies and has found that some significance and importance of the religiosity 
building have been highlighted in numerous studies including the architectural 
identity and interior design environment. Evelyn Lip, David, and Widodo were 
significantly knowledgeable researchers who contributed their best philosophy 
to the creation of the Taoist temple in Asia, particularly in the symbolism and 
geomancy dimension (Lip, 1995; Kohl, 1978). Studies carried out by Evelyn 
covered a lot of Chinese Architectural and ornaments for the Taoist temple. 
Nevertheless, the samples were mainly conducted in other parts of Malaysia. 
David, putting a lot of effort to investigate the Taoist temple's ornaments 
addressed the subject matter; nonetheless, the samples were not explicitly built 
in the 19th century.  

 

Chinese was declared as the second largest population in Malaysia (Kohl, 1978), 
indicating the classification of the Taoist temples as a dominant landmark in the 
society. The insufficient dissemination of related knowledge within the Temple 
Committee potentially creates a social gap. Since Armani and Ezrin (2014) 
stated that Chinese architecture in Malaysia is dominantly inspired by the 
architectural specimens from Mainland China, and the development of Taoist 
temples in the Klang Valley of Malaysia erected during the 19th century, upon 
the arrival of the Chinese diaspora is yet to be investigated comprehensively 
especially the architecture and the ornaments, the author thus defines 
conclusively that the essence of this research would essentially benefit the 
younger generation and imminently needed. 

 

1.3 Research Questions  

As aforementioned in the related research problem statements, a series of 
research questions (RQ) have been devised for further research:   

 

• RQ 1: What are the symbolic meaning of architecture and ornaments being 
used within Taoist Temples? 
 

• RQ2: Why does the Temple Committee in Malaysia lack understanding of 
the symbolic meaning of the architecture and ornaments of the Taoist 
Temples? 
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• RQ3: How to disseminate the knowledge of symbolic meaning of Taoist 
architecture and ornaments to the community? 

 

1.4 Research Aim and Objectives 

This research aims to assess the knowledge among the Temple Committee and 
consecutively identify the symbolic meanings of the architecture and ornaments 
in the Taoist Temples in the Klang Valley, Malaysia. Below are research 
objectives: 

 

• RO1: To identify the symbolic meanings of the architecture and ornaments 
in the Taoist Temples in the Klang Valley Malaysia. 

 

• RO2: To investigate the understanding of the Temple Committee on the 
symbolic meaning of the architecture and ornaments in the Taoist Temples 
in the Klang Valley Malaysia. 

 

• RO3: To recommend a framework of the symbolic meaning of Taoist 
architecture and ornaments for knowledge dissemination.  

 

The insightful contributions of this research would mark a further breakthrough. 
It would provide knowledge about the inhabitants, add advantage in the field of 
historical studies and tourism to generate a better depiction of the people 
concerned with the symbolics of architectural designs and ornaments built in the 
Taoist temples founded in the 19th century in the Klang Valley, Malaysia. 

 

1.5 Significant of the study 

The essence of this research is to consolidate the symbolic meanings of the 
architecture and ornaments from the ten selected Taoist temples built in the 
Klang Valley in the 19th century through a qualitative research technique which 
includes site observational study and interview survey questionnaire. The results 
of this research will add value to the following aspects: 

 

• Portrays a clearer picture for the symbolic meanings of the architecture and 
ornaments in the Taoist temples constructed in the 19th century in the Klang 
Valley, Malaysia to the Chinese descendants. 

 

• Provide insightful knowledge to the Faculty of Design and Built Environment 
in the public and private universities and colleges in Malaysia, primarily on 
Architecture and Historical Studies. 
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• Provide insightful knowledge to the practitioners, architects and interior 
designers in particular for the stages in the designing and refurbishing of 
Taoist temples. 

 

• Serve as a propaganda and promotional materials for the Ministry of 
Tourism, Arts and Culture Malaysia.  

 

1.6 Outline of the Thesis  

This thesis is divided into five chapters: Background introduction, Literature 
review, Methodology, Results and discussion, and Recommendation and 
conclusion, as illustrated in Figure 1.2 below. 

Chapter 1: The first chapter briefly provides the background of the Chinese 
diaspora and settlements across the Southeast Asia including Malaysia, and the 
establishment of the Taoist temples. It clarifies the assertion of the nationwide 
issue and the current problem that the younger generation is facing in Malaysia, 
which the author opines is at an alarming state. Lastly, the author has outlined 
the research questions (RQ), research objectives (RO), and their significance to 
society. 

 

Chapter 2: Chapter Two discusses the different classifications of secondary 
sources; a study of literature and scientific hypotheses on different 
horizons.  It thoroughly discusses the topics closely related to: 1) Chinese beliefs 
and religions from ancient China and Malaysia, 2) Contributions and settlements 
of Chinese diaspora, 3) Symbolic architecture and ornaments of the Taoist 
temples, 4) Taoist Temples in China mainland and in Malaysia, and 5) The 
Philosophy of understanding, Ornaments and Symbolic eanings 

 

Chapter 3: This chapter briefly introduces the research methodology by utilising 
the qualitative method in employing a single case study. This research study 
adopted the semi-structured interview and site observational study approaches. 
In the first stage, primary data were collected on-site through a site observational 
study. The survey was conducted using a digital measurement tape to capture 
the dimension of the buildings. Photographs were captured and hand sketches 
were drawn for all relevant ornaments for documentation purposes. In the 
second stage, the semi-structured interview session using the open-ended 
questionnaire approach was used to gather evidence of the Temple Committee 
's interpretation of the Taoist Chinese.   

 

Chapter 4: This chapter discusses the findings of the ten Taoist temples built in 
the 19th century in the Klang Valley. First-hand data collected on-site are 
consolidated for analysis to achieve Objective 1 (RO1) i.e. to identify the 
symbolic meaning of the architecture and ornaments of the Taoist Temples built 
in the 19th century in the Klang Valley, Malaysia. Data collected from the 
interview are tabulated in a table for content analysis to achieve Objective 2 
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(RO2) which is to investigate the understanding of the Temple Committee on  the 
symbolic meaning of the architecture and ornaments in the Taoist Temples in 
the Klang Valley Malaysia.  The process involves the interviews texts and the 
interpretation of the interviews to obtain for secondary coding for primary coding. 
A theme is created as the final results in the last stage. This process is reviewed 
to ensure the reliability of the results.  

 

Chapter 5: This chapter summarises the important findings of the facts, provides 
suggestions, and discusses the Objective 3 (RO3) i.e. to recommend a 
framework of the symbolic meaning of Taoist architecture and ornaments for 
knowledge dissemination. Lastly, the avenue for potential criticism, limitation, 
and future research are discussed. 

 

 
 
Figure 1.2: Research Flow.  
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