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Macao may be best known for glitzy hotels and casinos, 

but with their design boutiques and cafés, young 

entrepreneurs are preserving traditional architecture – 

and a slower pace of life – in Taipa Village 

BY KATE SPRINGER PHOTOGRAPHY LIT MA

Village
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I
n recent years, Macao’s groundbreaking architecture 
– from the late Zaha Hadid’s sculptural Morpheus 
hotel to the half-sized Eiff el Tower replica at The 
Parisian and the striking fi gure-eight façade of 
Studio City – have made headlines. Located an hour’s 

ferry ride west of Hong Kong, the former Portuguese colony’s 
reputation as “the Las Vegas of China” endures, thanks to scores of 
luxury hotels and high-stakes casinos.  

But head to Taipa Village, on the namesake island south of 
Macao’s main peninsula, and the experience changes signifi cantly. 
The centuries-old village is known for its cobbled sidewalks, little 
lanes, street food stalls and shophouse-style architecture. In this 
quiet corner of the territory, a more discreet expression of creativity 
has been percolating. Over the past two decades, many Taipa Village 
residents relocated downtown for jobs and left former residences 
empty, providing an opportunity for grassroots entrepreneurs to 
convert traditional village houses into indie lifestyle boutiques. 

“People tend to think of Taipa Village as an old area,” says Kam 
Ng, co-founder of O-Moon, a design boutique that opened inside a 
converted village house this summer. “But when they see the new 
shops, they are surprised to discover so much life here.”

 Strolling down the red brick sidewalk of Rua Correia da Silva in 
Taipa, the façade of O-Moon catches the eye with a hand-painted 
blue-and-white mural. The artwork is light-hearted and whimsical, 
depicting old-world lanterns, decorative stone motifs and a smiling 
shiba inu wearing a crown. 

Founded by two local friends, Ng and Jet Wu, O-Moon sits inside a 
two-storey village house with a traditional post-and-beam structure. 
“The building was empty before we moved in. It took us about two 
months from start to fi nish to turn it into a shop,” says Ng, adding 
that they had knocked down a wall and installed glass doors to open 
up the space. 

For the millennial entrepreneurs, the village house provided more 
retail space than a modern building and ample foot traffi  c along the 
popular avenue. Wu decorated the interiors with illustrations of 
Macanese history – on one wall, a homage to St Paul’s ruins, on 
another, the word “welcome” spelled out with traditional tiles. 

 Though the owners can’t quite pinpoint the building’s exact age, 
it’s estimated to be well over 40 years old. They believe it is typical of 
the traditional architecture of the village – humble and 
unembellished low-rise homes that tell of modest incomes.

 Established before the 17th century, Taipa was long considered a 
remote hinterland, primarily associated with fi shing, farming, 
shipbuilding and other small-time mercantile interests. The majority 
of village houses were constructed in the late 1800s, but only a 
handful of these original structures remain. 

“The brick, wood and concrete houses were not durable enough 
[to withstand the test of time], and there were lots of white ants 
[destroying the buildings] as well,” says Albert Lai, chairman of the 
Taipa History and Culture Research Association. As a result, many 
were rebuilt over the past century but in a similar style. When 
reconstructing the houses, Lai says private enterprises must comply 
with design regulations, outlined by the government and Cultural 
Aff airs Bureau, in terms of the architectural style, construction 
materials and height, which is capped at about 14m. Updated houses 
must also incorporate design details, such as wooden or metal 
windows, iron doorframes and plaster walls to maintain a consistent 
old-world aesthetic throughout the village. 
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“In Taipa, most buildings are built with old bricks in 
beam-and-post frames,” says Adelina Chan, a Macanese 
architectural designer and sustainable conservation 
specialist. Compared with Hong Kong, Macao shophouses 
and village residences tend to be smaller and shorter – 
usually two or three stories high. There was less pressure 
to build skyward here compared to densely populated Hong 
Kong. Adelina points out that the reason why many of the 
boxy-looking houses share similar design details – such as 
ceramic tiles and textured glass windows for privacy – is 
because the materials were likely to have been collectively 
purchased in bulk to save on construction. 

Just a few blocks away, also in Taipa, ROOFTOP 
adapted a two-storey brick-and-wood house built more 
than 50 years ago into a design concept boutique. In 2017, 
owners Justin Yeung and Rafaelo Hall renovated the 
building, breaking down walls and tackling leakage and 
water damage. They then created a homely, rustic 
atmosphere with the help of leafy plants and eclectic 
curios, including an antique pinball machine from Japan.

“At fi rst, we wanted to fi nd a more modern offi  ce, but 
the Taipa houses provide more space and fl exibility in 
terms of design,” says Yeung. “We found this location and 
loved the old style and the rooftop.”

 At fi rst, they sold a mix of lifestyle goods, including 
their T-shirts, furniture and stylish homeware. However, 
the business has pivoted more recently to focus on coff ee 

and custom printing. They also host calligraphy classes and 
screen-printing workshops, as well as evening visits from 
musicians and artists.

 Due to the novelty of such lifestyle concepts in Macao, 
the duo had to prove to their landlord that it could take off . 
“At fi rst, the owner didn’t want to rent to us because we’re 
young,” recalls Yeung. “They thought we were rich kids just 
fooling around, but we actually want to run a successful 
business and provide a place where people can hang out, 
exchange ideas and be part of a creative community.” 

Another example of old-meet-new design is Quarter 
Square, sitting on a quiet largo (public square) in Taipa 
Village. Founded by Alberto Chan (who incidentally is 
Adelina’s brother) the shop focuses on interior design, 
homeware products and locally roasted coff ee. 

 After working for design agencies in the US, Alberto 
returned to Macao in 2015, with a dream to open his own 
shop. At the time, before demand from enterprising 
millennials and property investors pushed up prices, rent in 
Taipa was still relatively reasonable, and Alberto found a 
little village house that suited his purpose. But there was 
much work to be done. The three-storey building, poorly 
renovated about a decade ago, retained its traditional 
appearance in details like the white-brick façade and a 
protruding overhang that provides shelter from rain. The 
interiors, however, had been stripped down and the roof 
leaked, causing mould and mildew within.
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O-MOON

22 Rua Correia da Silva

omoonmacau.com
With two locations in 
the territory, O-Moon 
specialises in Macao-

inspired accessories, from 
jewellery to handbags, 

scarves, luggage, power 
banks and more – most 
of which feature hand-

designed digital prints by 
co-founder Jet Wu. 

QUARTER SQUARE

89 Largo Maia de 
Magalhaes

quartersquare.co
This modern homeware 

boutique and coffeeshop 
promises sleek products 

from Scandinavia, 
Australia, Japan, Europe 

and elsewhere.

ROOFTOP 

49 Rua Correia da Silva

rooftopmacau.com
This popular coffeeshop 

and custom T-shirt 
printer sports an eclectic 

rustic vibe, thanks to 
artwork and memorabilia 

peppered throughout 
the interior. 

OLD MEETS 

NEW

Visit these lifestyle 
and design concept 

shops sprouting inside 
Macao’s traditional 

village houses.

“People tend to think of Taipa Village 
as an old area. But when they see 
the new shops, they are surprised 

to discover so much life here”
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 “It was in quite a state when I inherited it,” he says. “Not 
only was there a lot of water damage, but it was very clinical 
inside, with white tiled walls and stark fl oors. The doorway 
downstairs was so low – you’d bump your head against it.”

 Over the course of seven months, Alberto completely 
renovated the house, installing wood fl oors, expanding the 
doorways, removing a few walls and incorporating a more 
contemporary aesthetic that features Scandinavian-style 
furniture, marble-topped cabinets and brass lighting fi xtures.

All around, wooden shelves showcase all-natural Bondi 
Wash cleaning products, Grown Alchemist body wash, Kami 
tableware and a slew of other eco-friendly accessories. The 
store also hosts monthly art exhibitions. Most recently, 
Alberto renovated the rooftop where he holds leather-making 
workshops, yoga sessions, DJ sets and product launches, 
including a new seasonal beer debuting this fall, to celebrate 
the store’s third anniversary.

“I have noticed many millennials moving to Taipa Village 
to open businesses in recent years, as more properties 
became available,” says Pamela Chan, a spokesperson for 
Taipa Village Destination Limited. “There are a few reasons: 
aff ordable rent, an aff ection for the historic atmosphere or 
simply because of the touristic climate – you’re guaranteed to 
have good footfall for business.”

 As young entrepreneurs reinvent these buildings, there is 
concern about the pace of development in Macao. Village 
houses aren’t currently protected by Macao’s Cultural 
Heritage department, which has listed 137 classifi ed 
Immovable Properties (monuments, buildings of 
architectural interest), and that means any commercial, 
retail or hospitality company could swoop in and take over 
these old structures, as long as they meet the government’s 
reconstruction guidelines.

CLOCKWISE FROM 

LEFT: QUARTER 

SQUARE’S 

ROOFTOP HOSTS 

LEATHER-MAKING 

WORKSHOPS, 

YOGA SESSIONS 

AND MORE; STOCK 

UP ON 

ECO-FRIENDLY 

BATH PRODUCTS 

HERE; ALBERTO 

CHAN, OWNER OF 

QUARTER SQUARE; 

T-SHIRTS AND 

STATIONERY AT 

QUARTER SQUARE

 
 

 SEET

Aspire Nov 2018
041-046_R1 Feature Macau.DL.PZ.MS.AZ.indd   45 15/10/18   1:51 PM



46

Macao / 

 However, as Macao relies heavily on cultural tourism as a source of income, business 
owners like Ng do not believe the village houses are at risk of demolishment. “We think there is 
value in having this old village remain mostly the way it is – both for tourism and for our 
culture,” says Ng.

Others, like Adelina, are a bit more cautious. She worries that these neighbourhoods may 
be at risk of losing some of their character and appeal if future development projects are not 
handled with sensitivity and heritage preservation in mind. “We have so many community 
largos (public squares) – this openness, I think, could be jeopardised by land developers,” she 
says, adding that if big-name brands were to take over old buildings in Taipa, the village could 
face the same fate as Venice, where there are “no local residents, just tourists, leading to the 
death of a place, as there’s nothing that could be contextually linked to the local community”.

This is the reason why she thinks it’s a boon that a number of these traditional buildings are 
now occupied by independent lifestyle shops, ensuring a more organic and sustainable pace of 
development. “It’s not just about preserving old buildings or freezing them in time. It’s also 
about continuity and how these spaces can be used. I believe a place will evolve with more 
character if it’s happening at a local, grassroots level.”   

DOWNTOWN DESIGN  

The momentum behind adaptive 
reuse has caught on in mainland 
Macao, most notably with A Porta 
da Arte – a creative hub located a 
few blocks south of St Paul’s Ruins.

Opened in 2017 by Fortes 
Pakeong Sequeira, A Porta da Arte 
injected new energy when it moved 
into the traditional neighbourhood 
along Rua dos Ervanarios. Formerly 
an iron factory, the building was 
vacant for several years before 
Sequeira set up his four-storey 
design boutique, jewellery 
workshop and coffee house here.

When he first stumbled across 
the building back in 2016, it was 
love at first sight. “I was just 
spellbound by this building – it 
is so different from others,” he 
says. “I love the all elements that 
represented its time period… the 
handles of steps, the tiles and bricks 
on the walls, the windows grates. It 
felt like I was time travelling back to 
the ’70s, my childhood.”

“We tried to keep the original 
structure and look of the building, 
because we love that style,” says 
Sequeira. “The building is made of 
cement and special grey bricks that 
are really solid. I loved the bricks, 
so I left them exposed as an interior 
accent. The building is more than 
60 years old, and you can feel the 
stories of the people who lived and 
worked here before me.” 

fb.com/macau.artdoor

Hong Kong Airlines has partnered with TurboJET 
to offer a codeshare ferry service to Macao. For 
more information, visit hongkongairlines.com
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