
THE APPLICATION QF TRADITIONAL DESIGN PRINCIPLES
TO CONTEMPORARY HOUSING IN MALAYSIA

By

TECK NEO CHOO
B.S.A.D., Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1979

Submitted to the Department of Architecture in Partial Fulfillment of the Require-
ments for the Degree of

MASTER OF ARCHITECTURE
at the
MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY

June 1982 Teck Neo Choo 1982

The Author hereby grants to M.I.T. permission to reproduce and distribute publicly
copies of this thesis document in whole or in part.

Signature of Author .................... ... . . . . . . .'v. . .............
Department of Architecture

May 7, 1982

Certified by .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
nney*F.-e, Thesis Supervisor

Professor of rchtecture and Urban Planning
~11 &IaL ke. jIO

Accepted by .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Rftch Shun Kanda, Chairperson

MASSACHUSETTSINSTITLIePartmental Committee on Graduate Students
FTECHNOLOGY .

JUN 4 1982
- . -Lf-e





The Application of Traditional Design Principles to
Contemporary Housing in Malaysia

By Teck Neo Choo

Submitted to the Department of Architecture on May 13, 1982, in partial
fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Architecture.

Abstract
Malaysia is now undergoing rapid economic development, bringing swift and
often drastic changes to the built environment. Major cultural changes, the
effects of which may not be fully appreciated for a number of years, have
also accompanied development. As "modern" construction techniques displace
traditional methods, aspects of an intrinsically Malaysian way of life may
be lost forever, for vernacular construction has evolved to provide a set-
ting for the intimate and delicate intertwining of social environment with
built environment.

This thesis examines the traditional Malay settlement, the kamrpong, and
presents an application of observed principles in a design for a contemporary
housing development. Descriptions are drawn largely from personal observation,
and are given in terms of the cultural-physical interrelationship whenever
applicable. Attention is given to the transformations which have occurred
as the kampong (a traditionally rural form) has been introduced to the urban
context.

A hypothetical housing development in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia's largest city,
illustrates the adaptation of traditional ideas and methodologies to the
mrodern urban setting. For the sake of economics, as well as for the better-
ment of the environment, the role of the architect is confined to providing
an infrastructure, leaving infill to the residents. Typical units are de-
signed however, to serve as suggestions to the occupants and builders. It
is intended that the thesis itself will offer further ideas.

Thesis Supervisor: Tunney F. Lee, Professor of Architecture and Urban Planning
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"The true basis for any serious
study of the art of architecture
still lies in those indigenous,
more humble buildings everywhere
that are to architecture what folk-
lore is to literature or folk song
to music and with which academic
architects were seldom concerned...
These many folk structures are of
the soil, natural. Though often
slight, their virtue is intimately
related to environment and to the
heart-life of the people. Func-
tions are usually truthfully con-
ceived and rendered invariably with
natural feeling. Results are of-
ten beautiful and always instruc-
tive."

Frank Lloyd Wright, The Sovereignty
of the Individual, 1910.
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INTRODUCTION

The Age of European Colonialism

created a coplex and often con-

fusing cultural admixture. On the

one hand, the new location neces-

sitated certain adaptations on the

part of the Europeans. These adapt-

ations were aimed primarily at main-

taining their previous manner of

living within altered circumstances

and in terms of building, usually

consisted of styles imitative of

those of the homeland, with provi-

sions made for such things as cli-

mate and defense. Similarly, there

was often a move among the upper

class natives to copy the manners

of the conquerors, hence adapting

superficially understood styles to

the native way of life. This per-

sistence by the colonial masters

and imitation by the upper class

natives gave prestige to the import-

ed fashions and may be viewed as

0.1

being at the root of the present-day

attitude among the former colonials

that styles fran the West are modern

and progressive, and therefore pref-

erable to anything locally origin-

ated. In the case of architecture,

this attitude has been nurtured in-

ternally by the local architects

who received their education over-

seas and, externally, by the European

modernists who were convinced of the

universality of their precepts.

0. 1. 'The Spotted Dog. ' The
Selangor Club, formerly a
social center for the
European colonists, now
serves the elite of Kuala
Lumpur.

Now-



0.2

Following the so-called "death of

the xldern Mvement" in the 1970s,

the idea of a "Malaysian Identity"

in architecture has arisen, and,

although still undefined, it is a

topic of great discussion among the

architects of Malaysia and may be

seen to be related to government

policies concerned with cultural

independence in the wake of politi-

cal independence. The proposals

which have been put forth, for the

nrst part, concern themselves with

the cosmetic, surface appearance of

buildings and hence have failed to

uncover basic principles of intrin-

sically Malaysian design. A study

of the design tradition at a funda-

mental level is prerequisite to

establishing a Malaysian Identity
in architecture.

Although by no neans conceived to be

an exhaustive report or the summary
of a definitive study, this thesis

attenpts to bring forth principles

of design of the traditional Malay

village and to apply these prin-

ciples to a hypothetical housing

.developent in Kuala Lumpur, Malay-

sia's capital city.

0.2.Menara Bumiputera.
vernacular etyle exploded
to the monumental.
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Chapter 1: Historic Background

CV ~,CZ;.%n

7.0

At the southern end of mainland

Southeast Asia lies the Malay penin-

sula. With the two states of Sabah

and Sarawak on the island of Borneo

to the east, it forms the modern

nation of Malaysia. Because of its

strategic position along both the

land and water routes to the "spice

islands" it has for centuries been

exposed to a variety of cultural in-

fluences.

When Arabic and Gujarati traders in-

troduced Islam to the area in the

14th century, the animistic beliefs

of the Malays had already merged

with Hinduism brought from India.

With the growth of Islam along the

peninsula, many of the Hindu/animis-

tic principles and practices were

assimilated, creating a localized

form of Islam. Many examples of

this integration exist today in

Malay culture, such as the animistic



rituals associated with house-

building, or the Hindu practice of

crowning the newlyweds "king and

queen for a day" in a Malay wedding

ceremony.

The European influence has been

strong in the area since the 16th

century when the Portuguese coloni-

zed Malacca in the south of the

peninsula. The Portuguese were

routed by the Dutch who were in

turn supplanted by the British. Un-

der British rule, the land underwent

extensive development, to produce

rubber, tin and, more recently, a

number of agricultural products

such as palm oil and coffee. The Brit-

ish also left behind an institution-

al legacy in the form of a parlia-

mentary government and a Western

educational system when they grant-

ed independence to the Federation

of Malaya in 1957. Malaysia was

established as a sovereign nation

in 1963.

Z, I



1.3

Malaysia 's broad ethnic diversity

can be attributed to the British

as well. In the late 19th and early

20th centuries, Chinese and Indian

laborers were imported to work on

the rubber plantations and tin

mines. The new imigrants brought

their own religions and cultures

to add to the mix. At present, out

of a population of twelve million

people, 49% are Malays, 35% Chinese,

9% Indians, with aborigines and

Eurasians making up the remainder.
l.2.Descendante of Portu-
guese perform festive dance.
l.3.Chinese altar to Lord
Buddha.. 1. 4. Stupa at en-
trance to Hindu temple.

1.4
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The cultural syncretism which has Rosr of thepur.

evolved is manifested to some de- K.6. LumMiTt

gree in every aspect of nodern

Malaysian life, frcn "national

character" to the built environ-

ment. Winstedt (The Malays: A Cul-

tural History) described Malay

culture as:

"owing ideas and practices to pre-
historic influences of central
Asia, to the kingship and archi-
tecture of Assyria and Babylon,
to Bronze workers and weavers from
Indo-China, to the literature and
religion of Persia and Arabia, to
the material civilizations of Portu-
gal, Holland, and Great Britain,
and to the renote but compelling
fantasies of Hollywood." 1

1.6
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Chapter 2: Working Method
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While doing the research for this

thesis, I was surprised and disap-

pointed to discover that little
work has been done on the analysis
of the built environment in Malaysia.
It seems that the subject of the

Malay house and village is of little
interest to the architectural

conunity. In the field of housing,

designing is done according to well-
established formulas, and new ideas

have a hard time finding their way
into the system, even if the new
idea has been around for centuries.

Needless to say, this had a great
effect on my method of collecting
data. Although I did read what lit-

tle relevant material does exist, I
found it to be more instructive to
travel throughout Malaysia, observ-

ing the environment and talking to
people about their houses and vil-

lages.

~mmmmnmmm

m M M mlinmm muM
m1~~~i~i~ mj M M

2.0, 2.1. Well-established
formulas for housing.
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My husband and I visited many vil-

lages throughout our journey; same

rural and rather isolated, others

functioning as parts of larger cities.

We examined villages at all levels

of developnent, from relatively un-

touched fishing villages along the

East coast, to heavily populated

urban kampongs in Kuala Lumpur, to

newly built low-cost housing pro-

jects. Although we observed a vari-

ety of house styles throughout the

peninsula, I have tried, in my anal-

ysis, to find principles that are,

if not cammn to all styles, at

least appropriate to the general

situation of housing in Malaysia.

In our talks with inhabitants, we

tried to learn how people live, how

they use their houses, and how they

feel about the way they live. We

wanted to understand how they are

affected by their envirorment and

vice versa. We talked with people at

bus stops, in trains, on the street,

2. 2

2.3

2.2.Kg. Pelindong, a fish-
ing village in Pahang.
2.3.The old commercial sec-
tion of Malacca.



2. 4

2.4.A pseudo-vernacular
village built for villagers
displaced by an industrial
complex. 2.5.Using a gov-
ernment housing loan, a
civil servant built a
"modern" house for her
parents. Their old house is
in the foreground.

2. 5

in their homes, and in the univer-

sities. It was unfortunate to dis-

cover that people who lived in the

older houses were usually rather

ashamed of them, for a traditional

house has the connotation of poverty.

Because of this lack of pride in

their heritage, people are more apt

to move to a "new style" concrete

house when they have the noney,

rather than fix up the old wooden

house. This allows the deteriora-

tion of the older house, and since

there are very few new houses being

built in the manner of the past

(or in wood, for that matter),

threatens the traditional Malay

house with extinction.

All in all, ry observational methods

were very subjective, and conse-

quently my analysis tends to be also.

Although some may find this objec-

tionable because of the lack of

rigor, I think it is actually to

the benefit of the design process.



My self-involvement allowed the

architecture to speak to me directly.

My open-ended analysis is intended

to allow further interpretation and

adaptation by others. I am not set-

ting down concrete rules so much as

identifying general tendencies, for

I do not believe architecture to be a

static thing. I feel that my working

method is consistent with my subject

matter.

A camparative approach between rural

and urban settlements has been taken

whenever possible, so as to explore the

evolution and transformation of the

basic rural house-fonn in the urban

context. By examining those aspects

of the Malay built environment which

remain fairly constant during the

shift from rural to urban, one nay

begin to understand what the Malays

deem important in their surroundings.

Difficulties arise when one considers -

that the newly migrated urban vil-

lagers are never living under the

best of circumstances and that they

will not have a good deal of freedom,

in arranging their living spaces.

Therefore, those characteristics of

the rural environnent which show up

in the urban setting should be thought

of as the most basic, and not the

limit of what is relevant to living

in the city.

2.6.Kg. Harriet, a squatter
enclave in Georgetown,
Penang.

2.6



In my analysis, I have separated the

material into three sections. The

first part, site, deals with the vil-

lage scale and examines issues which

are often outside the domain of

conscious decisions on the part of

the inhabitants. The other two sec-

tions cover two aspects of the

house itself. The categories, House

External and House Internal, are

not merely defined by the thickness

of a wall, but by attitudes toward

family and society which have play-

ed major roles in shaping the Malay

house.

The concept of "budi" has had a

strong influence on Malay society.

Budi can be defined as a code of

ethics in the realm of societal

interactions. It teaches respect

for others and encourages the feel-

ing that all Malays are part of one

large family. (As evidence of this,

such terms as brother, sister, aunt,

and uncle are used as greetings

within the Malay omunity.) When

coupled with the outward-directedness

of village life (perhaps typical of

societies in the tropics), the ef-

fect of "budi" extends to the house

and its surroundings. Concepts such

as privacy and territoriality are

defined very differently than in

the West.

Similarly, the interior spatial ar-

rangement of the house has been in-

fluenced by family life. Although

the layout of the house has been

interpreted as a metaphor for the

structure of society, spaces are

adapted and defined by the roles

which people play within the family.

This idea will be developed further

in the chapter on House Internal.

As the nature of this thesis is quite

subjective I feel it is appropriate

to record my personal reflections on

what I have observed on my visits

home to Malaysia. The two trips back



which I have taken during my six

years in the United States have been

disturbing and thought-provoking ex-

periences. Expecting some changes,

I was not prepared for the accelerated

pace at which they are taking place.

Without going into figures and statis-

tics, one notices the congestion in

the cities, in terms of cars, people,

and new buildings. Signs of afflu-

ence such as television sets, stereos,

video cassette records, Mercedes

Benzes, designer jeans, and other

consumer status symbols depict the

new material-conscious society.

Kuala Lumpur, the capital city, is

filled with hustlers, businessmen,

politicans, professionals and people

from the countryside trying to

'"make it" in the big city.

The new affluence can be attributed

to the rapid industrialization pro-

grams initiated in the Third Malay-

sian Plan, the discovery of high-

grade oil in the South China Sea,

2. 7

the relatively high prices of raw

materials like tin and palm oil, a

stable government very strongly com-
mitted to the free market system,

a rich hinterland of forests that

yield high quality timber for ex-

port, and a potential cheap labor

force known for their non-aggres-

siveness and tolerance. 1Ultinati-

onal corporations (American,

Japanese, German, Australian and

the ever-present British) see

Malaysia as a congenial area for

profitable exploitation.
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2.8

2.8 ."Mise National Semi-
Conductor Corporation
(Malaysia)". 2.9. "Rohaiya
Yusuff works to the beat of
piped-in American rock and
popular music at the H.P.
Malaysia plant."

As a result of this tremendous

economic development, changes are

taking place in the sociocultural

and physical landscapes. The ubi-

quitous factory buses ("bas kilang")

bring young women workers from

their villages or campany barracks

to work their shifts in the elec-

tronics factories. While travel-

ing along the main "trunk roads".

you also encounter convoys of trucks

hauling logs from the jungles to the

sawmills and to the docks for ex-

port. Five years ago, one would

see only two or three such trucks

during the two hour journey fran

Malacca to Kuala umpur. Now there

are fleets of them every few min-

utes or so. Industrial pollution

is on the rise as more campanies

set up factories in unregulated

Malaysia rather than comply with

stringent pollution control laws

back home in the West. I did not

know that such a thing as a bright

pink river exists until I saw one

in Penang this past sunmer.

As a Malaysian, I have mixed feel-

ings toward the developnent which

my country is undergoing. Although

I understand the need for economic

growth, and even feel a certain

sense of pride while watching Malay-

sia increase in stature within the

international ccamunity, I am filled

with renrse by the knowledge of

what has been lost.



Chapter 3: Vernacular Architecture

Indigenous buildings are not built

by architects but by local crafts-

men, master builders, carpenters,

or owners themselves. Their formal

and spatial relationships and

their placement on the site have

an underlying rationale which is

derived from and responsive to the

environment. This language of

built is understood by the

local builders, and, although not

generally conceived as such, it is

part of an integrative system of

values and world view shared by

the inhabitants.

Amos Rapoport, in his seminal book,

House Fbrm and Culture, describes

the characteristics of vernacular

building as,

". .. lack of theoretical or aes-
thetic pretensions; working with
the site and micro-climate; res-
pect for other people and their

3. 0

houses and hence for the total en-
vironment, man-made as well as
natural; and working within an idiom
with variations within a given
order."2

This given order may be thought of

as the methodology of traditional

practice, and is intimately linked

to the life patterns of the inhabi-

tants at all levels, pragmatic to

mystical. The vernacular built en-

vironment is not the consequence of

any single determinant, but results

from a wide range of socio-cultural

factors including climate, the need

for shelter, materials, available

technology, site, economics, his-

tory and religion.
3.O.Kg. Korok, a fishing
village on Penang Island.



Fran the physical determinist view-

point, the form of the Southeast

Asian nosque is easily explained.

The pyramid-shaped building is a

direct response to the problem of

spanning the maxinum area possible

using ordinary post and beam con-

struction, the method of construc-

tion which has housed the Malays

for centuries. The steep pitch of

the roof, like those of the houses,

deflects the heavy rains and bril-

liant sun of the tropics. The roof

is tiered, ostensibly to introduce

air vents beneath the broad over-

hangs, but also to shorten the roof

span, simplifying construction. But

like all indigenous architecture,

the Malay nosque fulfills a variety

of roles. To use Charles Jenck's

terminology, it is a "multivalent"

building.

Ask any oldtimer in the village, and

you will be told that the old style

of nosque came fram Sumatra, when

Islam was initially introduced to

the region. This building type

spread north to the Malay peninsula

with the religion, presumably in

the 14th century. To the villager,

the nosque provides an historical

link to Indonesia, a land esteemed

by many Malays as the ethnic and

3. 1

3.i.A three-tiered pyramidal
moaque at Paya Rumput,
Malacca -



cultural forebear of Malaysia. The
nosque, by virtue of its history as

a building type, is a medium of

conmunication with the larger region,
if not the Islamic world as a whole,

and has had an effect, although sub-

tle, on the Malay world view. Un-

fortunately, with the introduction

of Middle Eastern styles by worldly

British architects and with the

spread of pictorial nedia in the 3. 2
twentieth century, the local style

of nosque is being supplanted by a

nore universal notion of what Is-

lamic architecture should be.

In relationship to the structure of
the village, the mosque has played

a central role, both in a formal

and a social sense. Being the main

public gathering place, it acts as

a social catalyst, bringing together

groups of people who otherwise might
not be in contact. Although this is

3.2 A B. Hubbock's Masjid Jame 3.3.Conflict of forms in newthe traditional nosque does serve as in Kuala Lumpur (1909). mosque construction.



an organizing element within the

village, but perhaps on a nore sym-

bolic level. Its increased size,

relative to the surrounding houses,

makes it a readily identifiable

landmark within the conmunity, and

raises it above the level of the

ordinary, as is fitting for a house

of prayer. The mosque has an inti-

mate relationship with the rest of

the built environment. Being of the

same construction as the homes and

yet larger, more ornate, and of a

regularized (pyramidal) form, the

mosque can be viewed as an idealized

house, thus providing a physical

metaphor for the role of Islam in

everyday life. The nosque is sym-

bolic of the ideal spiritual life,

and the houses represent the daily

ethos of the inhabitants. This

lends a certain coherence to the

religion and to the built environ-

ment as well.

Another less obvious aspect of the

traditional nosque is its connection

to the craftsmen, the local builder.

By being an idealized house with its

high degree of ornamentation and

detail, the nosque sets a standard

for construction of ordinary homes.

Although no houses, except perhaps

the sultan's palace, have the grand-

eur of a nosque, the opulence and

fine craftsmanship can be looked upon

as inspiration for the ornamentation

of damestic construction. In this

way, it serves to maintain and en-

courage the local building crafts.

An association of the Malay house

with the spiritual world can be in-

ferred, not only from its typologi-

cal reference to the mosque, but

fran the system of beliefs surround-

ing the building and occupation of

the house. An examination of the

rites of construction exposes a

series of rituals which, by their

proclivity toward the animistic,

hark back to pre-Islamic times



(see Appendix A),. Through the

rituals, the prospective home owners

consult and appease the vital

forces (semangat) of the trees,

rocks, creatures of nature and

even of the earth itself before

building, and take great care in

providing for the 'semangat'

(spirit) of the house during con-

struction. As man humbles himself

to nature, so does the house hum-

ble itself to the site. This is an

example of Rapoport's notion of the

religious attitude toward nature,

in which man is subservient to the

environment.

The contrast between this way of

thinking and the prevailing trend

in building construction is quite

striking. As cities expand, sub-

urbs are pushed onto hills and

other sites which had previously

been avoided. In a country with a

large manual labor force and a dis-

proportionately small number of

professionals, it has proven to

be expedient (and more cost-ef-

fective) to bulldoze across a flat

landscape than to individually

engineer houses to sit on a hill.

This domineering method of operation

is creating a nunber of problems. It

necessitates destroying all vegeta-

tion on the site, eliminating shade

trees which give significant res-

pite fran the direct sun. As the

tenperature difference between sun

and shade is so great, people are

less inclined to walk outside their

3.4

3.4.The organic relationship
between the natural and man-
made landscapes.



houses, thus discouraging pedestri-

anism and reducing the number of

social contacts in a given area.

It is seemingly minor changes such

as this which are altering the way

of life in Malaysia.

There are also physical problems

generated by all this earth-noving

activity. The sandy soil of the

Malay peninsula is weakened by the

removal of the layer of vegetation,

resulting in a series of landslides

and cracked walls. The earth can

be quite threatening when a hill

is cut in half along a property

line. These landslides, however,

are too small to warrant a write-up

in the daily newspaper; an excep-

tion to this being when the Prim

Minister's suburban home was

threatened with inminent collapse

(New Straits Times, August 1981). For-

tunately for the Prime Minister, and

unfortunately for the future of the

environment, retaining walls were

erected in time to avert disaster.

3. 5

3. 6

3.5.Newly-constructed middle
clase "terrace" houses.
3.6.One half of a hill.



Chapter 4: Change

With the introduction of rubber-tap-

ping to the rural Malays at the turn

of the century came the beginnings

of major social change. As the

world's demand for latex skyrocketed

with the mass production of auto-

mobiles, Malaysia emerged as the

major producer of natural rubber.

Subsistence farming (rice for home

consumption) was thus replaced (or

at least amended) by the new cash

crop, and the Malay peasant became

a member of the world economic sys-

tem. As the majority of the rubber

was produced by small scale indivi-

dual tappers, rather than by large

plantations, it was the peasant him-

self who was directly dependent on

prices in the world market.

Change occurred within the structure

of the conmunity as well. Land which

had previously been "ancestral land,"

handed down within families for food

4. 0

4. 1

production, became a comodity once

money could be derived from it. A

basically egalitarian society was

replaced by a hierarchical class

structure; those who had claim to

large amounts of land became land-

lords, those who did not became

tenants. This transformation was a

consequence of the integration of

the village economy with the larger

economic system, for in a system

based on subsistence farming there

had been no incentive to accumulate

wealth, or nore precisely, there

had been no wealth to accumulate.
4.O.Planting rice. 4.1.Tap-
ping rubber.



The coming of Western communications

and transportation systems gave the

villager further exposure to the

outside world. By the 1930s, the

railroad network had extended

nationwide to facilitate the re-

moval of goods from the hinterland.

The effect was to stimulate the

growth of cities along the line,

advancing the urbanization of the

peninsula. In recent years, the

proliferation of automobiles and

the building of highways has also

contributed to the mobility of

the population. The mass media,

radio, television, and vernacular

(Jawi) newspapers present villagers

with a diversity of values, and al-

low the realization that there

exists a degree of choice between

different "ways of life." In this

manner, the secularization of a

traditionally conservative conmun-

ity has been encouraged.

Malaysian society is now at a con-

fusing juncture, for the problem is

not whether to accept or reject

Western values and methodologies

but rather to decide what aspects

of Western culture should be appro-

priated and to what extent they can

be adapted to the Malaysian context.

This is a difficult question, for

modern Malaysian culture is already

an amalgamation of sorts, deeply

influenced by centuries of coloni-

zation. An example of this is

apparent when one examines the

history of urbanization in the

Malay peninsula.

In pre-colonial times, what may be

thought of as a city was for the most

part a group of villages, grown to-

gether for mutual benefit (usually

econcmic), with no attempt made at

organization beyond the village

level. The exception to this came

with the sultans who organized

feudal courts in some cities. Even

then, the effect on creating an



urban system was minimal, for there

was no network (economic, political

or physical) formed between these

population centers. Lim Heng Kow,

in the conclusion to The Evolution

of the Urban System in Malaya, de-

fines the colonial influence quite

emphatically:

"On the whole, the urban system of
Malaya did not develop upon an in-
digenous urban base. The social,
political and economic forces op-
erating before the advent of the
immigrants and the British failed
to generate a traditional urban
system. The present system of
cities emerged ... within the frame-
work of a colonial economy which
provided the necessary infrastruc-
ture. " 3

British colonial policy necessitated

the growth of only one city in the

region to act as the major link to.

the West. During the colonial

period, Singapore dominated the

region, with smaller cities, such

as Kuala Lumpur, acting as sub-

regional centers in the urban net-

work. With the increase in commerce

and industry following World War II,

4.2 4. 3

and the centralization of admini-

strative, communications and trans-

portation systems preceding inde-

pendence, Kuala Lumpur grew tre-

mendously, eventually emerging as

Malaysia's primate city. Notable

in this growth was the increase in

the Malay population, for Kuala

Lumpur has been predominantly

imigrant Chinese and Indian. This

is indicative of a shift from the

rural areas to the urban center.

Unlike the point-concentration

form of expansion which has chara-

cterized most colonial cities,

Kuala Lumpur has expanded outwards,

4.2.Map of the Malay City of
Malacca, c. A.D. Z500.
4.3 Map of Portuguese Malacca,
". A.D. 600.



with the formation of satellite

towns and then with rings of

suburbs filling in the gaps. Again,

this is patterned after the typical

Western city in the postwar bocin.

Based upon its failure to "gener-

ate a traditional urban system, " the

indigenous Malay village may be con-

strued to be inappropriate as a

model for modern urban design. It

is, however, adaptable as infill

within the existing urban infra-

structure (at perhaps the scale

of a housing estate), and can pro-

vide a rich environent, conducive

to the strong sense of ccrnmunity

which is characteristic of Malay

society.

It is one thing to study the tradi-

tional methods of building and

quite another to actually inplement

then, for there exists a strong

bias against indigenous housing.

Government policy is inclined to--

ward high- and medium-rise buildings

for low cost housing. In the pri-

vate sector, new building in the

old style would be nearly inpossible

as well, because of the stringent

zoning practices based on British

standards. Fbr one thing, resi-

dential roads are laid out at a

mininum width of forty feet, en-

couraging fast cars and at times,

making it hazardous to even visit

a neighbor across the street. This

.policy, together with the absence

of sidewalks and shade trees,

4.4

4.5.Suleiman Court Plata,
erected ao an attempt to
solve the squatter problem.

4. 5



4.6 4.7

severely limits the outdoor life

of the residents, by virtually

confining them to their own yards.

New building in wood is also ef-

fectively outlawed by the codes.

Ostensibly, this is for fire pre-

vention, but it may by influenced

by government export policy con-

cerning lumber, since it is nore

lucrative to export the wood than

to build with it at home.

This bias also exists among the

residents. As I have mentioned

before, the wooden house and the

rural kanpong are strongly associ-

ated with poverty and are certainly

not popular in a land with an as-

cendant middle class. It is these

attitudes which must change before

indigenous design ideas can be re-

introduced to the built environ-

ment.

4.6.17-story flats built us-
ing a prefabricated system
of load-bearing panels.
4.7.A typical middle-class
housing estate.



Some Solutions to

the Housing Problem

in Malaysia

/

4.10 4.11

4.8, 4.9. Two urban "kampong
upgrading" projects funded
by the World Bank. Main roads
are widened to sixty feet to
conform to standards.
4.ZO.Interior court of four-
story flats. 4.LL.Children's
playground in an experimental
low-cost high-density housing
project. 4.L2.A middLe-class
housing estate. 4.Z3 A core
housing project in Kuala
Lumpur.

4. 43
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Chapter 5: Site

SETTLEMENT PATTERN:

The Malay village (or Kampong) is

a continuation of the natural land-

scape. The term "field" is an apt

description of these settlements.

Characteristically, a field is

predominantly horizontal, follow-

ing the cantour of the land, and

composed of individual units which

provide a visual and physical tex-

ture when viewed as a whole. A con-

sistency of scale and form is nec-

essary between these individual

units. Fields occur in the natural

environment at all scales, from

mountains and plains to trees,
rocks, pebbles, even lichens or

barnacles on rocks. Although co-

herent in and of itself, the natur-

ally occurring field is rarely

rigidly structured. A repetitive

field, such as a grid, can gener-

ally be assumed to be a human con-

struct.
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Two configurations are discernible

in the field distribution of indi-

vidual houses. The first is a clus-

ter form which is usually found on

flat plains, at river mouths, in

clearings in the jungle, or as in-

fill in the urban landscape. The

second configuration is lineal.

This form is usually in response

to a strong natural definition

within the landscape such as a

river, a coastline, a roadway or

path in the jungle, or along con-

tours at the foot of a hill. Of-

ten, the twi configurations coincide,

forming either a directional field

(a grouping of parallel lines) or

a series of lineally linked clus-

ters.

Traditionally, Malay settlements

are not built on hills or mountains

because of the belief that hills

are the abodes of natural spirits,

and that one should not desecrate

them. However, site location is

5. 3

5.3.A settlement with both
lineal and cluster configura-
tions.



related to the economic base of the

kanpong in that it is determined

in part by its accessibility to

places of work. Flr example, a

fishing village will be along a

waterway, either on the coast it-

self, or just upstream of a river

mouth, whereas an agricultural

connunity is located adjacent to

or in the midst of farmland (in

low-lying flat land for rice culti-

vation, at the base of hills for

fruit orchards). Fbr the modern

urban squatter, a site along a

public transportation route may

prove to be the most auspicious.

LiKL

5.4.An urban squatter settle-
ment acts as infill within
the city structure.

5.4
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5. 5

DENSITY:

To speak of a "typical" Malay kam-

pong in terms of density is nearly

an impossibility, for even in rural

areas there can be a great range of

densities. This is in part deter-

mined by how conducive the land is

to being built upon. Where jungle

must be cleared before building,

village density might be higher

than for a similar community living

in a coastal plain. Again, density

is related to the means of enploy-

ment of the inhabitants. A fishing

village is apt to be more densely

populated than a farming community

since the villagers' livelihoods are

dependent on the sea and not on the

availability of arable land.

In urban areas, several smaller com-

munities often merge to form a larger

entity. In fact this has provided

the basis for many cities. It is

also conron for an "urban kanpong"

to exist in the midst of a larger

city. Surprisingly autonomous, these

settlements can function nore like

isolated villages than integrated

neighborhoods. Although generally

more densely populated than their

rural equivalents, there is also

quite a range of densities among the

urban karpongs.



SERVICES:

Basic amenities, such as piped water,

electricity, sewerage and refuse

collection are nore readily avail-

able in the cities than in rural

areas. Nonetheless, trash burning

is still quite comon in even the

nost congested urban areas. Tradi-

tionally, rivers and streams have

served the kampongs as both water

supply and open sewer, but due to

the strain of increased usage in

more heavily populated areas, as

well as the introduction of industri-

al pollutants, they are no longer

viable as supply systems. In nany

villages a well is shared comnun-

ally for cooking, bathing,. and

washing and is usually located in

the center of a cluster of houses.

Public water standpipes often

serve as the urban equivalent of

the village well.

Flush toilets have not been intro-

5.6

5.9

b. 7

5.6.Communal well. 5.7.A
public water standpipe with
hoses to individual units.
5.8.An outhouse on the
Malacca River. 5.9. An open
sewer.

5.8
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duced to nost rural communities

where the pit latrine or the buc-

ket system are the common methods

of waste disposal. There are usu-

ally no concrete drains for waste

water, but rather a trench dug

from the kitchen or washing area

to a pond or stream nearby.

Less crucial services are often

regionalized in the rural dis-
tricts, so as to serve a number

of kampongs. The police station,
health clinic, primary school and

post office can be found in a small
town nearby (how near depends on

the number of kampongs in the

area). Mst kanpongs, however,
have their own mosque or surau

for praying, and provide religious
education to the children after

school. The small towns, with

specialized shops, also serve as
links in the overall distribution

system by selling such things as

bicycles, car parts and clothing,
and by buying goods from the vil-

lager (the rubber shop which buys
latex fram the independent tapper
is an example of this). Even in

comparatively isolated areas, there
is bus service between the kampongs
and the town, so as to make this

set-up viable.



COMMUNAL ZONES:

An open public space within the

cluster of houses provides an op-

portunity for social intercourse,

and contributes to the vitality

of the conmunity. The formal at-

tribute of this space is that of

containment, with the dwellings fur-

nishing the enclosure. Unlike its

European counterpart, however, this

"village square" is not strictly

delineated by a strong wall of

buildings or roadways, but is im-

plied by the positioning of the

houses with respect to each other,

and in relation to the network of

paths.

The character of these communal

zones is largely determined by

their uses. Often the village well

will be the focus of a gathering

space. Areas where shared services

or comniunal activities take place

are natural meeting places. In

5. ii

5.12
5.1l.A children's play area
between housee. 5.12.A vil-
lage well.



same kampongs, the coffee shop or

the grocery store are favorite

lingering spots. Such places are

intensified by the pedestrian and

vehicular paths that open onto

them. In fact, crossroads can be

so lively that even if there are

no shops, they are likely places

to find hawkers' stalls selling

food and drink.

In larger kampongs, there may be

a variety of public spaces, ranging

from the larger convercial area

to land shared by a few households

or associated with a public build-

ing such as the mosque. It is in

these shared spaces that children

play, clothes are washed, bicycles

repaired and much of the daily

life of the kampong occurs. In a

society so exterior-oriented, the

outdoor areas take on great import-

ance, and it is the variety of

overlapping uses which makes them

the vital entities which they are.

5. 13



It is in the evening when social

life is most active in the village.

People prefer to be outdoors after

the hot sun has set, relaxing with

friends at the end of their work. It

is at such times that public spaces

play an essential social role, for

it is beneficial to the conunity

for people to feel comfortable out-

side their personal territory and

to have a sense of belonging to

the whole village.

-5rew. -

5. 14
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PATHS:
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The system of pedestrian movement is

informal and fluid; a network aris-

ing out of the natural movements

and activities of the inhabitants.

People do not generally change

direction in abrupt angles when

walking, for they tend to take the

shortest or easiest path to their

destinations. The pathways are no

longer used solely by pedestrians

and bicyclists, for now that cars

and motorcycles have been introduced

to the kampong, many footpaths have

been transformed into roads. There

is no real danger in automobiles

sharing the road with people on

foot, for these are roads which

developed at the pedestrian scale,

hence are narrow and winding, and

cars, of necessity, manoeuver them

very slowly.

As these paths cross each other,

they often take on the role of terri-
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5. 7-7

torial markings for the dwellings.

It is difficult to say if the

house sites are determined by path-

ways or vice versa, for paths dev-

elop between houses as readily as

between important places in the

landscape (such as the river or the

rice fields).



Autonobiles, although not rare, are

still new to the kanpong, and owners

have a strong feeling of pride to-

ward them. So, despite the low,

nearly nonexistent, incidence of

.m e ....... .... theft or vandalism, people prefer

to keep their vehicles as close to

their ouses as possible. Cars are

often stored in the open space

-... . . beneath the house, and when that

is not available, they are parked

5. 20 in the compound in front of the

house.

5.18, 5.19, 5.20. Protecting
vehicles from the elements.

5.18 5. 19



SITING OF HOUSES:

An outsider, upon entering a Malay

village may feel a bit confused

by the apparent disarray with which

the houses have been laid out. This

is due to the somewhat arbitrary

arrangement of the paths between

houses, and is accentuated by the

manner in which the houses are

placed. The houses are sited in

such a way that the view tends not

to be blocked by houses alone,

thus creating an impression of open

space, even if the village becomes

more densely settled. There is an

understanding among builders to

build with a consideration for pri-

vacy and to allow an unobstructed

view whenever possible. The villagers'

conception of space is highly selec-

tive, being based rore on respect

for neighbors rights than on the

idea of possessing personal terri-

tory. In fact, residents often find

it difficult to identify the exact

boundaries of their plots of land.

IfI

5.21 5.22

The houses do not necessarily face

the path or road directly, as they

are often clustered among themselves,

creating commonly shared yards.

Such clusters usually consist of

three to ten houses whose occupants

are often related. These aggregates

grow with time in a very informal way:

"If new settlers come in from other
areas or new families are created by
marriage, permission to put up a
house is fairly easily granted by
the owner, and no rent is charged
for the land." 4



TERRITORIALITY:

"All
1,-'

5.24
5.23

5.23, 5.24. There is an
absence of built territori-
al definition in the tradi-
tional kampong. This is in
contrast to the heavy
security precautions of the
contemporary housing estate.

Nothing could be further from the

fenced-in house lot of a contenporary

Mlaysian housing develomnnt than

the caopound surrounding a house in

a traditional village. Here, ter-

ritory is marked very subtly by

physical traces such as a fallen

coconut plam trunk, a laundry line,

or a row of potted flowers in front

of a house. I visited one house

whose "lot" was marked by two
sticks stuck into the ground to

define a "gateway" through an

imaginary circle around the house.

Sweep-lines made with a broam

may identify the boundaries of a

well-kept omqpound.

In a cammunity as close-knit as a

rural Mlay kampong, there is

little need for the security pre-

cautions which are so characteris-

tic of the urban housing estates.

Fences and walls are frowned upon

4F7



by the villagers, who consider them

unfriendly and status-seeking. The

implied code of conduct, 'budi',

ensures that even the most minimal

definition of territoriality will

be respected by others.

Other methods of defining space in-

clude: staggering buildings to

partially enclose an area; allowing

footpaths to delineate edges; and

terracing, to create vertical

boundaries with small level changes.

BUILT EXPRESSION OF RELIGION:

The single formal elenent within

the Malay kampong is the nosque.

Rising above the houses with its

strong pyramidal form, it is the

focal point of the conunity in

terms of its physical presence,

and serves as a metaphor for Islam

in the daily lives of the people.

It is also effective as a social

organizing force by actually de-

fining the kampong. As Evers

points out:

"All those taking part in the elec-
tion of the mosque comittee be-
long to one kampong, irrespective
of where they actually live.
The kanpong is therefore in es-
sence not a residential group in
the sense of the term as defined
in sociology textbooks. The de-
finition of the village as a ter-
ritorial group is based on the
European image of a settlement
and is strictly not applicable
to the Malay situation. "5

5.25



PALACE ARCHITECTURE:

The only structure other than the

nosque which may be termed an

institutional building is the pal-
ace. Although the primary function

of a palace was ostensibly resi-

dential (the sultan's house),it also

served as the seat of government.

The palace as residence gives
reason for its form, and the

palace as institution explains its

scale, for it is in actuality an
enlargement and elaboration of the

vernacular house. As one may look

upon the form of the nosque and see

it as an idealized house, so may the

palace be viewed as an extension of

the ordinary dwelling, differing

only in the grandeur of its size and

ornament.

5. 26

5.27



ASSOCIATION WITH LIFE PROCESSES:

The Malay attitude toward the dead

is quite different fran that in the

West. Although for the most part

confined to a cemetery on the edge

of the village, the carved stone

grave markers are likely to appear 5.28
in clusters throughout the village,

at road intersections or in crowded

marketplaces. A sixty-four year

woman explained the practice in

this manner:

"We shall be healthy when the
graves of friends and family and
memorials to the people of the
recent and distant past are inter-
mingled with our houses in small
graveyards; as naturally as the 5.29
dry season always cames before the
harvest. " 6

5.28, 5.29. Malay gravestones
in a cemetery and in a
marketplace.

-1,



6.0. REGIONAL VARIATIONS IN HOUSE FORM

Southern Courtyard Form (Malacca) Northern (Penang, Kedah, Perak)
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Chapter 6 : House External

HOUSE FORM:

Essentially, the Malay house is a

wooden post and beam structure, en-

closing a rectangular space,

covered by a high pitched roof and

having smaller volumes attached to

it. There are a number of regional

variations of this form owing to the

variety of influences throughout

the peninsula. Although Minangkabau

settlers are credited with intro-

ducing the local style of roof to

Negri Sembilan, the contributions of

other ethnic cultures in the region,

though acknowledged, have not been

as well researched. The influence

of other Indonesian groups (Bugis,

Achehnese, Banjarese), as well as

Chinese, Thai and Cambodian, may be

observed as one travels throughout

the country. Even the diverse cul-

tures of Holland and Britain have

left their mark on the Malay house.

6. 2

6. 3

6.l.A Malacca house, c. 1890.
6.2.A house in Kuala Lumpur
shows the colonial influence.
6.3.House in Trengganu, a-
long the east coast.

6. Z



6.4

The generic form of the house is al-

ways unmistakable, for the variety

is in a sense rather superficial,

only altering the outward appear-

ance of the building. Spatially,

the regional differences are only

subtle variations on what may be

called the organization of the typi-

cal Malay house. The spatial layout

is quite adaptable, being able to

incorporate the various additions

which accompany the life of a house.

A flexible building system facili-

tates extension by aggregate

growth, relating directly to changes

in the lives of the inhabitants.

6. 6

6.4, 6.5, 6.6. A house in
Penang.

6. 5



MATERIALS:

Although the form of the Malay house

is, in part, a consequence of its

post and beam construction, the

manner in which new building materi-

als have been assimilated suggests

that technology is more a modifier

and less a determinant of form. In-

digenous building is defined as

using locally available materials

for construction, and in this in-

stance, the bountiful hardwood forests

of the Malay peninsula have nurtured

the built vernacular.

Traditionally, builders have either

gone to the jungle to select the

tree from which the house was to be

built, or have used the wood of

trees felled when land was cleared

for cultivation. The leaves of

the nipah were taken from swamps,

cut, soaked and tied into attap, to

be used as roof thatching. A hard

stone, such as granite, was used

for the plinths ('pelapik tiang')

on which the columns rest.

Corrugated metal sheets are now

used not only for roofing material

but for walls as well, and threaten

to wipe out the making of attap

altogether. This passing of a

traditional craft is rourned only

by a few old-time romantics within

the karpong, for although attap

is a wonderful thermal insulator and

helps to keep the house cool during

the day, it is constantly in need

of mending or replacing (every four

to seven years, on the average),

provides an abode for the large

insect population and is very sus-

ceptible to fires. Besides, attap

making (traditionally a woman's job)

is an intricate craft, not at all

popular among today's youth, to

whom the painstaking work of the elec-

tronics factory is far more appeal-

ing.

6. 7

6. 8

6.7.Freshly-woven attap
(thatch) stacked for drying.



Before the introduction of bolts and

nails, houses were held together us-

ing joints, wedges and wooden pegs.

The coming of new technology has al-

tered the craft of carpentry, but

has not adversely affected the

construction of houses. Likewise,

the "pelapik tiang" is now generally

moulded frcn concrete.

The declining popularity of tradi-

tional houses has been attributed

to the prestige value attached to

the "modern" concrete and masonry

homes of the contemporary housing

estates. But rather than a pop-

ularly-based attitude, one might

suspect this to be more a conse-

quence of government policy. Con-

struction in wood has been of fi-

cially discouraged and even outlawed

in urban areas by fire codes. The

codes fail to recognize that the

danger of fire is due more to the

local tendency to cook on an open

fire than to wooden house construc-

6.9.House built with indi-
genous materials. 6.10.
Traditional construction
using non-traditional materi-
als.

6.9

6. 10



6. 1 Z

tion. If the area around the open

fire (i.e., the kitchen) could be

built of non-flanable material in

such a way as to contain the fire,

there would be no need to restrict

the use of wood in the rest of

the house. It is short-sighted for

a country with such extensive log-

ging operations to prohibit building

with a potentially cheap and well-

suited material like wood. To encour-

age the construction of ndern wooden

buildings would be to pronote the

continuation of a classically Malay

tradition.

+11
6. 12

0
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6.ll.Evolution of the plinth
as determined by materials.
6.12.Wedge and peg detail
and some traditional hand
tools for house building.
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6. 13, 6. 14.Air flow through
a traditional house. 6.L5.Ela-
borately curved air vent.

6. 15

VENTILATION:

LU The climate of Malaysia is marked by
seasonally heavy rainfall, high
humidity, and a fairly constant

year round temperature (approximately

80 0F in the shade). The intense

radiation of the tropical sun creates

a striking difference between shade

and sun in terms of temperature and

light quality. The layout of the

Malay house is well suited to allow

good ventilation. It is long and

narrow with few interior walls, and

<In 4--. - is easily opened to the outdoors.

Construction details are also well

6.14 ___ adapted to the climate. The house



is raised on stilts, and although

the reasons for this developnent

have been cause for speculation

(protection from wild beasts and

flooding rivers, an historical and

symbolic connection to the primor-

dial tree house, a derivation from

coastal pile dwellings, etc.) the

effect is unquestionably advantage-

ous. Surface area is increased,

and the breeze passing beneath cools

the house. Gaps are left bet-

ween the floor planks so that cool

air may rise up through the house.

A row of carved wooden screens runs

along the top of the exterior walls,

beneath the eaves, for cross venti-

lation. These screens also let in

diffuse light, cutting the intense

glare in a way which no window can.

Jan Feb Mar Apr May
Average
daily max. *F
RH. %
W.B. *F

6. 16

Hot air which collects beneath the

ridge is vented through the gables

and through gaps which are left

between the layers of the roof. The

low, overhanging eaves and wide

verandahs offer relief from the

bright sky and protection from

heavy rainstorms.

June July Aug Sept Oct Nov

90 92 92 91 91 91 90 90
60 60 58 63 66 63 63 62
78-5 8o-r 79-5 80-5 81-o 80-5 79-5 79-2

90 89
64 65
79-7 79-0

89
66
79-2

Dec

89
61
78-o 6. 7
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ROOF FORM:

There are a number of metaphors

used by Malays when describing the

roofs of their houses. Same refer

to its similarity to a boat, and

point out the nautical terms used to

describe its parts. For exanple,

the Malay name for the gable, "tepang

6. 18 laya" means 'foresail.' To som,

the roof is reminiscent of a "naga"

or dragon, fending off evil denons.

Whatever the case may be, it is

apparent that such folkloric associ-

ations are very strongly held. By

being so visually prominent, the

roof itself has came to be representa-

tive of traditional building through-

out Malaysia. When one speaks of

regional variations, it is often

the roof form which is the distinguish-

ing characteristic.

The roof styles in the south of the
6.18, 6. 19. The curved forms
of a boat (shown under con- peninsula have boeen -traced back to
struction) and a bullock
cart awning are similar to their Indonesian predecessors. The
the Minangkabau roof.



style of Negri Sembilan, in particular,

is a derivation of that of the

Minangkabau, brought to Malaysia

by settlers from Sumatra. The dis-

tinctive feature of this roof is the

graceful curve of its ridge upward

toward the gables. The roof is

separated into parts, usually with

a large central section overlapping
6. 20the smaller front roof which ex-

tends outward on either side. The

deflection of the ridge turns the

roof into a three-dinensional curve, 6.2O, 6.21. The Minangkabau
house in Malaysia. 6.22.The

giving increased rigidity, while gable end of a Minangkabau
roof.

allowing lighter weight construction.

This functional aspect of the curved

roof is particularly appropriate for

the awning of the indigenous bullock

cart, where decreased weight is an 6. 2

advantage. Ventilation is achieved

by placing the gable end ("tepang

layar") beyond the top of the wall,

leaving a horizontal gap which al-

lows air in while being protected

from the rain.

6.22



The roof of the Malacca house is
6. 23 characteristically very much steeper,

and has a level ridge. Decorative

elements are used, however, to ex-

tend the ridge outward and upward,

if not in imitation of the Minangkabau

roof, then at least with similar in-

tent. The main roof defines a build-

ing unit, and two or three of these

units may be placed side by side

with their ridges parallel, extend-

ing the original house to whatever
6.23.A Malacca house extended
three units deep. 6.24. Gable depth is required. The "tepang layar"
ends of the Malacca roof. in this case is composed of two over-

lapping sheets, angled so as to keep

the rain from entering.

In Trengganu, the gable is accentu-

ated by the roof which extends far

beyond the top of the wall. This

broad overhang, however, is not for

the sake of protecting the air vent

fran the rain, for the opening is

actually horizontal, being covered

from above by a small piece of

U11 roof which fits under the gable. The



opening is filled with a wooden

grille which extends back to the

top of the wall (see Figure 6.18).

The Kelantan roof, although similar

in same respects to the Trengganu

roof, does not have an opening at

the gable end, and must rely upon

openings at the top of the wall for

ventilation. The gable is filled

with a decorative arrangement of

wooden strips, usually in the 6. 25
familiar "mata hari" (sun) pattern.

Occasionally, in elaborate houses,

the roof is in two parts, one raised

above the other to form a clerestory

which is filled with ornately-carved

wooden screens. In this respect,

it bears aresemblance to the roof

of the traditional Malay mosque.

The roof form of the east coast is

generally quite different from that

of the west, often exhibiting a

cruciform arrangement of ridges

and having a much shallower slope. 6.26



The east coast roof is covered with

lightweight, diamond-shaped clay

tiles which are indigenous to the

area. It is perhaps due to these

tiles that the shallower roof has

developed, for a steep roof is only

necessary when thatch is used as

a covering.

The houses of the east coast have

been thought to be of Hindu origin,

having been introduced from Java by

the Majapahit Empire in the late

fourteenth century. Their resem-

blance to Balinese houses has been

referred to in support of this

theory. Mubin Shepard, however,

disputes this, presenting convinc-

ing evidence of Khmer ancestry.

Thirteenth century Chinese annals

describe similar buildings in the

area now known as Kampuchea, and the

progression of this style has been

traced through Thailand and down the

peninsula.

WALLS:

In post and beam construction, ex-

terior walls are nonstructural, and

are basically hung on the frame of

the building. In the case of the

Malay house, these infill walls

are examples of rich ornamentation

and fine craftsmanship. Two time-

honored methods of building walls

are by creating a camposition of

wooden panels, and by weaving rattan

or bamboo strips into large sheets

to cover the house. Rattan is

woven in a variety of traditional

motifs, each creating its own

subtle visual texture. It is rare

to find one of these woven walls in

good condition in Malaysia today,

for like attap roofs, they are not

very longlasting and are rarely re-

placed, owing to their strong associ-

ation with poverty. They are still

quite comon in other parts of

Southeast Asia, such as the more

remote islands of the Philippines.
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6. 29

6. 30

6.27,6.28. Walls made of
woven rattan. 6.29,6.30.Walls

6. 28 built of wooden panels, in
addition to rattan.

6.27



6. 31

6. 33

OeI %DIO~

Wooden panels are much more conmonly

seen due to their durability, and

perhaps, to their being a bit more

modern, although examples may be
found dating back to the mid-nine-

teenth century. In fact, at that

tine, these infill panels were quite

popular among the nobility, thus

lending elegance to their use, and

possibly increasing their popular-

ity among the masses. Panels may

be used in a very camposed manner in

a wall, or they may be arranged in

such a way as to express the struc-

ture of the building or the internal

arrangement of space.
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6. 34

These panels become shutters where

the wall opens to form windows.

Windows are generally full-height

with railings and balusters along

the bottom for safety. The balusters

are either shaped by turning or cut

in fretted patterns. Shutters some-

times run the whole length of a wall,

and when opened virtually renove

the wall altogether, making the

house very open and airy. Or with

some opened and others closed, the

darkness of the interior will be

contrasted with the brilliant

sunshine giving a feeling of cool-

ness to the house. This type of

window has became standard for

the Malay house, for even as clap-

board siding has come into use in

recent years, paneled, or in a

similar fashion, louvered shutters

are still used over tall window open-

ings. The floor-to-ceiling windows

provide a very strong connection to

the outdoors, and work quite well

in the functional sense, letting

indirect light into the depths of

the house, and preventing the layer-

ing of air in the house.
6.34, 6.35.Walle built of
shutters and panels.
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6.36 6.37

This opening of a wall rather than

opening ina wall has a direct re-

lationship with the traditional
lifestyle. The Malay house is only

sparsely furnished with the main

activities (sleeping, eating, sit-

ting) taking place on the bare

floor or on a 'pandan' mat in the

case of sleeping. There exists no in-

nate predisposition to place things

along the wall or to sit beside

the wall, as is connon in the West.

Even in houses which now have

6. 38 Western-style furniture arranged



about the perimeter of the room, the

occupants are as apt to sit in the

middle of the floor as anywhere

else. Undeniably, poverty has

played a role in this cultural at-

titude, for as people have started

to became more affluent they have

begun to buy furniture as they have

never been able to before. So now

it might be necessary to start

closing up walls at least up to the

three foot high backs of chairs, for

the lower parts of the walls will be

much less useful, being blocked by

furniture. In fact, full-height

windows are disappearing in new con-

struction, but this is nore likely

to acconodate the 'modern" style

than to accommodate furniture.

Another type of wall opening found

in the Mlay house is the screen,

either a tracery of carved wood as

is seen on the west coast, or a grille

built of small lengths of wood, com-

non along the east coast. Although

6.39

6. 40 6. 41



6.42 6.43

scmetimes laid in with the panels in

the wall, they usually are used

only along the top of the walls,

where the overhanging eaves prevent

rain fron coming in. They are usu-

ally the rest elaborately ornamented

element in the house, and their

beauty is best appreciated in sil-

bouette from the shade of a dark

house on a sunny day. Allowing in

diffuse light is as much a part of

their function as their nore obvious

use as air vents.
6.44



TRANSITION ZONES:

The Malay house is characteristically

raised off the ground on colunns.

The height that it is raised depends

upon the style of house, and there-

fore on the region. In Penang and

Perak, in the northwest, there is a

clearance of six to eight feet be-

neath the house, and an "outdoor room"

is created. This space fulfills a

number of utilitarian functions,

but perhaps just as importantly, it

plays a part in the social struc-

ture of the kampong.

The area beneath the house is usual-

ly quite active during the day, for

it provides a cool, shady place

where outdoor chores may be perform-

ed. It becomes a kitchen, laundry,

workshop, dining area and playroom

for the children and serves as a

general storage space, and in

recent years, as a garage. When

needed, it can be walled in to

create an extra bedroom or second

living room.

6. 45 -

6.46

6.45.,6.46. The "outdoor
room" as kitchen and as
garage.



6. 47

6.47, 6.48, 6.49. The "out-
door room" completely en-
closed, open and partially
enclosed.

6. 48 The social function of the "outdoor

room" is rather akin to that of the

verandah, or "anjong. " It is a

space that is distinctly defined

as private yet fully open to the

outside world. It is well inte-

grated with the outward-directed

way of life of the Malays, for it

allows a person to be in one' sr personal territory and still be
fundamentally involved with acti-

vities outside that territory.

It is a socially well-formed

interface between private and

public realms, between houise and

kairpong,, between family and commuity.
6. 49



6.50
Like nst front porches, the anjong

is a built extension of the house.

It helps to ease the passage from

outdoors to inside, from the bright,

noisy, public world to the cool,

dark privacy of the house. It is

raised off the ground to nearly the

same level as the house itself, al-

though a single step is left bet-

ween it and the house to distinguish

it as a place of transition. Being

ccopletely open to the outside ex-

cept for the roof above, the anjong

is surrounded with railings, giving

a feeling of enclosure and yet leav-

ing the outdoors accessible. Des-

pite its somewhat formal relation-

ship to the house, it is a comfort-

able place to relax, to sit and

watch the world go by.

6. 51

6. 52

6.52 The level change bet-
ween the anjong and the
serambi is expressed in the
external wall.



hanjong is reached by climbing

a smart staircase, traditionally
*.p~4  ~carved of wood and often appearing

to be mrore of an elaborate ladder,
eowing to its steepness and detach-

ment from the ouse. A cistern of

water is placed at the bottomr of

the steps for washing on's feet

before entering. In sa e ouses,

the stairs are covered by a roof

extending out frm the roof of the

anjonig, and a built-in seat is pro-
vided at the bottom.

Near Malacca, brightly tiled steps
6. 53 6.54 of stone or concrete have developed

as part of the local style, giving
the ouse a feeling of being well-
rooted to the earth. These bril-

liantly ornate stairs best exhibit

the open-armed nature of the Malay

front steps by showing a friendly

public face and generously welcom-

ing in all visitors.

6.55 Encik Osman has on
verted his anjong intoa
small shop, selling sweets
and soft drinks.



6.57

6.58 6.59
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Chapter 7: House Internal

MAIN HOUSE:

7. 0

7.0. Variations in form and
orientation of rooms. Note
that the ibu rumah is al-
ways at the highest level.
7. 1."Use" levels in the
Malay house.

7. Z

Until recently, the conson Malay
house had almost no internal walls.

Subtle level changes were used to

differentiate spaces. These gener-

ally consist of single steps approxi-
mately seven inches in height, a
dimension easily acconmodated by

the post and beam system, although

probably not necessitated by this
form of construction as Hilton

asserts.8 Instead, these level

changes are an expression of the

incorporation of Malay customs into

the buildings, for they define what

may be termed a "privacy gradient"

and a "cleanliness gradient."

The "ibu rumah", or "nother house",
is so named out of respect for the

woman of the household, an expres-
sion perhaps dating back to the

matriarchal society of pre-Islamic



times. "Ibu rumah" is the term

given to the large central room,

the sanctum sanctorum of the Malay

house. It is separated from the

outside by layers of space, in-

creasingly public in character in

either direction. Entering the

house from the front, one nust pass

through the semi-public anjong and

then the semi-private serambi before

reaching the ibu rumah, each a step

up frcn the other. Likewise, the

back door leads into the kitchen

which is separated from the ibu

rumah by level changes and perhaps

a short passageway.

The idea of a "cleanliness gradient"

may be applied as well, for the spati-

al separations in the front of the

house can be thought of as providing

a buffer against the dirt of the

street, and in the back, as keeping

out the smoke and grease of the kit-

chen. Whether these layers of space

actually function in the practical

sense to keep dirt out, or are

merely symbolic, the concept is con-

sistent with the Malay attitude

toward personal cleanliness.

7.2.The ibu rumah need not
have furniture to be a use-
ful living space. A fisher-
man mends his net while
sitting on the floor.

7. 2



Directly under the main roof, the

traditional ibu rumah was used main-

ly for sleeping, praying, sewing,

ironing and other indoor activities,

but on feast days (such as accom-

pany festivals and weddings) it was

transformed into a sort of banquet

ball. Due to its multi-functional

nature, its flexibility as a space

was maintained by the exclusion of

built partitions. The Malay nuclear

family has always been very close,

and the absence of walls in the ibu

rumah was not an inconvenience.

Rather, it helped to promote to-

getherness. Sleeping, for instance,

is much more of a communal activity

than in other societies. When
visual privacy was necessary,

curtains were used, hung on ropes

strung across the room. The space

beneath the high roof was kept open

except for occasional lofts built

for storage or as well-protected

sleeping space for unmarried

daughters.

Recent societal changes have en-

couraged the division of the ibu

rumah into spaces with separate

functions. Walls are used to en-

close the "bilek tido" (sleeping

room) or in some cases, actual sep-

arate bedrooms. A hallway is creat-

ed for circulation through this part

of the house. It is called in Malay

"ruang tengah", or literally, "the

hollow core. " The term ibu rumah

is still used, but it is now applied
to a space that is more like a

living room in the Western sense ( a

place for watching television, read-

ing, etc.). This restructuring of
the interior is in response to the

modern enphasis on smaller house-

holds and individual privacy, as well

as the shift in leisure patterns

from family-oriented to self-

oriented. These cultural trans-

formations are due to an increased

worldliness, even among the rural

Malays, and are made feasible by

growing affluence.



SUBSIDIARY SPACES:

Corresponding in function to the

Western drawingroom, the "serambi"

is primarily a space for receiving

visitors. It is the part of the

house where guests are entertained,

where hours are spent talking and

drinking rose syrup water. It is a

space in which a visitor may feel

quite comfortable and yet not cam-

promise the privacy of the main

house. This is important to the

social life of the Malays, for

hospitality is a significant aspect

of "budi."

Like the anjong, the serambi is

quite open to the outside. Often it

is surrounded on three sides by

shuttered windows, which, when open-

ed, allow it to feel more like a

porch with railings than a roan

with walls. The serambi is one

degree more private than the anjong,

and likewise it is one more step up.

*7.4

14

7.5

7. 4. Interior of aerambi.
7. 5 .Anjong and serambi.



A similar social role is played by

the kitchen ("dapor") in the back

of the house. As the woman is bound

by custom to the kitchen, it is

there that she will entertain

guests who call during the day. The

kitchen is normally a very busy

place, for it is where meals are

taken and in some homs where other

household chores are done. It

serves as the informal "backdoor"

to the house, and as such often gets

more traffic through it than the

front entrance.

The kitchen is one level lower than

the ibu rumah, and in some houses

(particularly in Penang) they are

separated by a short passageway

called a "selang," in which case,

two level changes may be introduced.

Although lower than the main house,

the kitchen was traditionally

raised on stilts as well, but in

recent years many kitchens have been

built right on the ground. Reasons

for this may be the incorporation of

better drainaqe systems (previously,

water was poured through gaps bet-

ween the floor boards and absorbed

by the ground below), the accessi-

bility to the outdoors (where some

cooking is done), and a preference

to having earth beneath the charcoal

brazier rather than wood (for safety).

In older houses with raised kitchens,

7. 6
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an outdoor deck is built off the

back of the kitchen. It is a place

to wash utensils and to let them

sit in the sun to dry. In a for-

mal sense, the back porch is to the

kitchen what the anjong is to the

serambi.

Dishes and other small utensils are

stored on a shelf built into the out-

side wall of the kitchen. By its

design, this shelf ("para") responds

well to the problem of drying dishes

in an extremly humid climate. It

is built beyond the outside wall

(although accessible only from the

inside) and covered on the exterior

by a small piece of sloping roof.

The horizontal surface is a wooden

grille which allows air to rise up

below the dishes. It is both an ef-

fective drying rack and an efficient

storage space.

The toilet and the bath are never in

the same room, and, traditionally,

7.7.,7.8.The para, a she If
for storing dishes.

7. 7
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7. 8



7.9

I
7. 10

?.9,7.lO. Toilet and bathing
facilities, old and new.

are always detached from the house.

The toilet (usually a pit latrine)

is surrounded by walls of nipah

leaves, forming an outhouse. Bath-

ing facilities are sometimes in

similar freestanding structures

built around a well or a trough of

water. Water is taken out in small

bucketfuls, and splashed upon the

body. A private enclosed bath is

not a necessity, however, for it is

customary for Malays to bathe while

wrapped in a sarong, making it pos-

sible, and socially acceptable, to

bathe in the open by the village

well.

As plumbing has been introduced

to individual houses, it has become

standard practice to place the toi-

let and bathing facilities adjacent

to the louse so as to consolidate

plumbing. They are usually placed

back-to-back sharing a wall with

the kitchen, so as to form a ser-

vice core.



Decorative Fascia Boards

The embellishment of the Malay house

takes the form of finely carved wood,

and, as such, it is an enhancement

of the design. Decorative details

are derived from stylized archi-

tectural elements rather than added

on as ornament for its own sake.

Therefore, there is always a utili-

tarian basis for ornamentation. A

prime example of this is the wooden

screens used to let in light and

air. They are, in many cases, the

most intensive use of ornament in

the house.

Although houses are generally nore

decorated in economically well-off

kanpongs, certain features will al-

ways be embellished to some extent.

One such detail is the decorative

fascia board. It runs the length

of the floor and roof and is seen

in silhouette from the interior. Its

visual function is to soften the

o o 0 0 0
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ORNAMENTATION:

7. Z2



7.14.Islamic symbols appear
in gable ornament.

7. 14

7. 13
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edge between the dark interior and

the bright sky. The intricately

carved pattern diffuses light in

much the same way as the screens, giv-

ing a nore comfortable border to the

view fram the window.

The designs themselves are usually

inspired by observation of local

flora, and have become stylized over

time by the nature of the medium. As

such, they often appear to be purely

decorative rather than representa-

tional of natural elements. Perhaps

this is also due to the influence

of the non-figurative tradition in

Islamic design. The syncretic charac-

ter of Malaysian culture is apparent

in ornamentation found on Malay

houses. one may see instances of

Indian, Arabian, Chinese and Western

notifs mixed in with more tradition-

al Malay or Indonesian details.



BALUSTRADES AND RAILINGS
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7.18. SEQUENCE OF CONSTRUCTION
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CONSTRUCTION:

Building a house usually involves the

whole conmunity, or at least, the

extended family. The concept of

"gotong-royong" or mutual coopera-

tion is a root principle of Malay

society, and when applied to the

task of building, can overcone many

of the more complex tasks. Coop-

erative building ensures a consist-

ency of structures within a kampong,

and promotes a continuation of

traditional construction methods. At

any house raising, there will al-

ways be a few experienced old timers

and a few newcers. In this way,

knowledge of the building crafts is

passed along from father to son,

mother to daughter, and from master

to apprentice. Without this form

of practical training for the youth

of the karpong, the tradition would

be lost, for like most vernacular con-

struction, no plans or drawings are

used.

With so many people working on one

building, construction can only be
efficient if parts of the house are

prefabricated. Such pieces as roof

trusses and infill walls are assem-

bled separately from the rest of

the house, allowing one group of

people to be building the roof trus-

ses while another is working on the

structural frame. The house itself

need not be built in situ, for it is

not anchored to the ground. In

fact, it is not uncomon for an en-

tire house to be picked up and car-

ried to a new location to avoid

7. Z19

7. 19. "Gotong royong" applied
to construction; erecting
a neighbor's house.
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7. 21

susoh

pelanchar---
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impending danger, such as floods

or fires. This is another example

of "gotong royong," for it usually

requires all the men of the village

to lift and carry a house.

CONSTRUCTION DETAILS:

The building frane is erected first

and placed upon the "pelapit-tiang",

or plinths. These traditionally

were carved out of laterite or

granite, but are today conmnly

cast of concrete. It is important

to avoid contact between the ground

and the wooden frame so as to keep

the wood dry and free from rot, a

serious problem in the humid tropics.

The plinths also hinder the advance

of termites, another hazard to

wooden structures.

Hardwood columns (approximately five

or six inches square) are laid out

in a rectangular grid. The distance

between columns is generally in7.20,7.21.nTwo methods of
floor construction.



the range of nine or ten feet. Floor

beams (approximately 3" x 5") are

laid out in a rectangular grid.

Floor beams (approximately 3" x 5")

are passed through slots in the col-

umns and secured with wedges or

bolts. Roof beams (approximately

3" x 2" laid flat) are notched and

pegged to the tops of the columns.

In this way, a rigid frame is

built. The floor is constructed of

2" x 3" joists with planks laid ac-

ross them, and secured with wedges

(or nails) at the ends.

The main roof is built with a

series of king post trusses support-

ing a continuous ridge. Purlins

are laid parallel to the ridge to

give rigidity to the roof and to

hold up the rafters. The main func-

tion of the rafters is to provide

a place to tie the attap (thatch)

or nail the sheet metal. As the

trusses are triangular in form,

tied across the bottom with a piece

pelanchar
ibu rumah

rasok
serambi-

7.22.A common method of
joining tie-beams to the
top of a column. 7.23."Fly-
ing pillar" construction
allows addition withou't
weakening the pillar with
an additional mortise
joint.

7. 22

ibu rumah

I
isoh

pelanchar
anjong
serambi

7.23



at tap

of timber, the roof has a structural

integrity independent of the frame
of the house. In same of the older

houses (mid to late nineteenth cen-

tury) it may be seen that the roof
merely rests upon the house, held

in place by its own weight, similar
to the manner in which the house sits

upon the plinths. In this structural

sense, the Malay house bears a great
similarity with the older houses of

Sumatra. In newer construction,

however, the roof is bolted to the
house, eliminating the need for the

cross-tie and therefore using less
timber.

perabung

7. 24
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7. 30

tiaing sercmbi soma noik

-LI-
tiang siri

tongkot

lima botang tiong

tiong s irambi
gantong

B
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rasok sirambi
p~ianchor

7. 31
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PART III: DESIGN



GOMBAK Chapter 8: Site Analysis,
/ Program and Design Criteria

JINJANG /
QO

X For the purpose of illustrating that

I what I have observed as relevant to
O contemrporary housing in Malaysia, Ic9 '3 SETAPAK

Q have applied traditional principles

/ of designing and building to a
- hypothetical housing project in

DAMANSARA AMPANG Kuala Lurrpur. My intention is to

create an environment which is con-

sistent with Malay culture and which

/ accorrodates the services of the
.. SALAK

- 0 SOUTH conteiporary urban infrastructure.

PETALING The lessons I have learned from the

.10 kainpong are perhaps best applied to

CHERAS an "urban village" (as this term

-N-might describe a housing estate),

SUNGE incorporated into the larger tissue
BESI

8.0 0 Miles 4The site I have chosen is a seventeen

acre site in the northeastern corner

of Kuala Lumpur. Tielve acres of
8.0.Squatter settlement
within the city limits of this land had
Kuala Lumpur. The location
of the site is shown in studied by government architects
black.
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as a possible site for nedium-rise

housing. It is located close enough

to the central business district

of the city so as to be a viable

place of residence for city workers.

It is well-connected by roads and

bus routes, and is surrounded on all

sides by previously developed lands.

The northwest edge is bordered by

a military camp, and what few small

sbops there are in the area have

sprung up along the main road to the

north to serve the camp. To the

east is an upper middle class neigh-

borhood. The lots are spacious and

the houses are of "modern" construc-

tion; concrete frames with masonry

infill. Downhill, to the south,

are bouses much more closely related

to the traditional buildings which

I have been studying. They are

built of wood and other low cost

materials (corrugated metal, concrete

block), are much more densely sited,

and are reminiscent in form of rural

Malay hmes. The residents are of

low to average income.

A

7
//
/

/
/

I

/
/

/
/

/

A
- \ ~

\ >-

8.

8. 2

8.l.Site plan without
existing squatter houses.
8.2.House located to the
south of the site.
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The site, however, is hardly an emp-

ty lot. As approximately 40% of

Kuala Lumpur's total population of

800,000 are squatters, it is rare

to find a sizable tract of land in

4.L 5the city that is uninhabited. The
squatters on the site are a conmuni-

ity known as Kampong Kinabalu Hu-

jong, and are, for the most part,
rural Mlays who have com to the

8. 3
city looking for employment. The

tenure of many of the residents

dates back as far as 1969. The

residents are of low income, as

most who are employed are unskil-

led, or semi-skilled workers,

such as food hawkers, gardeners,

drivers, low-level clerks and

security guards.

The terrain is quite hilly with

downhill slopes from the east and

the west, meeting at a stream

which flows through the center

of the site. The main circulation
8.3.Minimal squatter hut.
8.4.Main road through settle- system for the squatters is a
ment.
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8.5. EXISTING CONDITIONS

d7l I27
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road which runs down the hill from

the east and turns north before it

reaches the stream. Ivbst of the

houses are to the north of this

road, with outhouses and small

gardens spread throughout the

overgrown section to the south.

There are a couple of small stores

selling general goods located along
the road as it turns north. Along

8. 6 the creek are some larger plots of

land used for vegetable gardening.

The squatter houses in the western

part of the site are relatively un-

connected to the kampong, as they

are extensions of a series of paral-

lel lanes leading to the main road to

the south. The lanes themselves do

not extend as far back as the houses,
but rather connect to a web of inter-

connected footpaths. Behind these

houses is a grove of very tall
8. ? angsana trees which creates a large

shady space, very popular among the

children of the area. It is a well-

104



8.8

protected place, as it is away from

the street and close tothe houses.

Running along the north side of this

"playground" is a steep slope, form-

ing a natural topographic boundary

between the site and the military

camp.

8. 8, 8.9,8. 10, 8.11. "Courtyards", 8.10 8.
shared spaces between houses.
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PROGRAM SCENARIO:

The hypothetical client is a hous-

ing cooperative made up of local

residents, including the people

who are presently squatting illegal-

ly on the site. The land belongs

to the government, which has agreed
to make it available to the coop

at below market value on the condi-

tion that the coop present a viable

program to develop the site. Within

the cooperative, priority will be

given to those people displaced by

the new development. The residents

are ethnically Malay, and most have

come from different parts of the

country to work in Kuala Lumpur.

Many have a stated preference for a

one-story building with easy access

to the outdoors, and a small plot

of land on which to plant a garden.

Hence they are adverse to living in

the medium and high-rise flats pro-
vided by the government. As most of

the money-earners in the cooperative

are low-paid workers in the service

sector of the econony, they would

prefer to live as close to the

downtown area as possible. One

reason why many of the squatters

settled here in the first place
is because they can easily walk,

bicycle or ride a bus to work from

this location. Most of the new

government housing is located out-

side the city in the suburbs.

In the years that the squatters

have occupied the land, a feeling
of community has developed between

them. Although the original settlers

came fran many different kampongs

spread throughout Malaysia, they
all shared the experience of being
rural people thrust into an unfami-

liar urban environment. In a way,

they formed a support group for
each other, watching out for the

welfare of all the residents of

their new kamrpong. This community

spirit was broadened as relatives
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from the rural kampongs came to

join their families in the city.

As in a rural kampong, the idea

of "gotong royong" is still very

much alive. The cooperative in-

tends to save money by doing as

much of the construction as possible

without outside builders, instead

relying on mutual cooperation to con-

struct houses. A few of the residents

have had construction experience and

wish to organize and instruct the

others in the craft of building.

Another hope is that costs may be

lowered by re-using materials fram

the existing houses on the site.

Certain basic amenities should be

provided; every unit should have

piped water, a flush toilet, and

refuse collection. Despite the

fact that few of the residents now

own cars, automobile access to

units should be a consideration, as

it is possible that car-ownership

will increase in the next few years.

8. 42

8.12.Newly-constructed four-
story flats on site. 8.13.

8. 13 Drainage ditch through site.
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A suitable number of parking spaces
is necessary. Comnunal parking lots

which could double as hard-surface

play areas for children is one re-

cammendation.

Within the -housing development there

should be some connercial enterprises

at a scale small enough to primarily

serve the inmediate residents, but
large enough to attract people from

the surrounding area. The idea is

to be sonewhat self-supporting as

a camimunity without becoming soci-

ally or economically isolated from

the city. These commercial activi-

ties should include small shops of
various sorts, perhaps an outdoor

market to sell food, and light in-

dustry, at the level of artisanry or
cottage industry.

Certain institutional buildings are

also necessary as part of the develop-
ment. The mosque should have a pro-
minent position within the comnunity,
as it traditionally has in rural

kanpongs. A small health clinic

offering emergency aid and various

educational programs should be

built, and a kindergarten or child

care center is desirable. It has

been suggested that a technical

school be set up in conjunction with

the light industries, to offer a

specialized form of adult education.

Although a large meeting hall is not
necessary, a suitable open space
should be maintained for large gather-

ings. This space can function on a

daily basis as playing fields for

the children of the area.

8.14 W"~
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DESIGN CRITERIA:

There are certain ideas which emerge

at the early stages of any design

project. In the case of the Bukit

Keramat housing development, these

issues are related in part to our

study of Malay vernacular design, for

it is my intention to design an en-

vironment which is conducive to the

continuation of traditional cul-

ture. Although informed by this

context, these basic criteria are,

however, specific to the program

and the site.

The houses are to be constructed by
the residents to whatever extent

they are able to. This will lower

costs, harness the community spirit

of "gotong royong", prevent the

mnotony of mass-produced homes and

allow for changes and improvement

over time. For the sake of providing

the proper infrastructure (plumb-

ing, sewerage, site layout) it would

be easier for initial construction

to be done by outside contractors,

utilizing the form of a core house.

Onto such a core a variety of spaces

may be added forming one, two, three,

or four bedroom units. It is as-

sumed that construction will follow

the rules of the local vernacular,

as that is what is available to the

residents in terms of materials and

technology.

The layout of the houses should pro-

vide for a small plot of land ad-

jacent to each unit, to be used as

a garden or perhaps in the extreme

case to be built upon. All units

should have access (direct or in-

direct) to larger comiunal spaces

(a "courtyard" in Western terms).

These spaces are to be linked by
a circulation system which empha-

sizes pedestrian traffic without

excluding automobiles altogether.

The aim is for informality of spaces,

laid out in such a way as to pro-

mote social contacts.
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8. 15, 8. 16. Marketp laces in the
Malaysian city.

8. 16

There should be an aspect of in-

ternalization to the residential

portions of the development and yet
a strong connection between the cam-

mercial section and the surrounding

region. This defines areas of very
different character within the

development. Perhaps the idea of

a hierarchy of connections may be

applied to the circulation system
so as to accammodate these differ-
ences. As the conercial area would
be effectively the "village center",
links between it and the residential

areas are very important. A large
outdoor conmunal space (in the form
of a park or an open market) should

be included in the "village center"

as an extension of the informal

"courtyards" of the residential areas.
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Chapter 9: Structural Framework
and Unit Organization

A concrete core is created by the

clustering of four units. This core

is the distribution point for ser-

vices (water and sewerage) and a

safe (non-flanable, well ventilat-

ed) place for a cooking fire. It is

anticipated that the traditional

activities of the kitchen, such as

cooking, eating and cleaning will

occur within this core. At the cen-

ter of the core, although separated

from the kitchen are the toilet and

the bathing rooms. It is important

that in addition to being privately

enclosed these rooms are vented

directly to the outdoors. As in

traditional houses, the roof planes

are staggered to introduce fresh air

and diffuse light to the interior

of the structure.

The construction of these cores, as

well as the laying-out of services
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9.0.Plan of utility core and
structural framework of a
4-unit cluster.
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9.t.Early study of layout
variations with secondary
infill and enclosures.
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lb
1~ (transportation, electrical and

plumbing) throughout the site is

to be done by outside contractors

hired by the cooperative. The con-

tractors contribution also extends

to the basic structure of the units

themselves; this is to encourage

spatial growth and built additions,

rather than to delineate that

which is to be built. It is at

this point that the eventual occu-

pants became involved with the con-

struction. By working with the con-

tractor, they will have a voice in

the decisionmaking, and will learn

construction techniques which will

be useful later on.



i 9.2.More studies of layout
variations on a basic
structural theme.

113

V.-- --

t-------

9.2



CONTRACTOR'S CONTRIBUTION:

STRUCTURAL FRAMEWORK
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9.4.

USER'S CONTRIBUTION:

GROWTH AND INFILL

-ftw
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9.5

9.5,9.6. Sections through a
typical 4-unit cluster, as
initially built and with
future additions.
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9.7,9.8.Sections showing
accommodation to topographic
differences in the site.

9. 7

9.8
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After the structure is in place,

it is the responsibility of the

occupants (perhaps in conjunction

with their neighbors) to conplete

the building. Since much of the

designing and construction of indi-

vidual units will be done by the

residents, what I have developed

here is only an exploration of the

possible outcome of a project such

as this, and is not intended to be

part of the architect's or contrac-

tor's role. If anything, these are

only suggestions of variations,

rather than specifications.

It is assumed that with a flexible

structure such as is provided, the

eventual spatial arrangements will be

based upon the users' life patterns

and principles in much the same way

that traditional houses are. The

initial determinant of a unit lay-

out is family size and because of

this, typical units may be of a

variety of sizes (one,two, three

or four bedrooms).

118

The construction of the houses is

economically linked to the light in-

dustry in the area, for the cooper-

ative will set up workshops to pro-

duce building parts, employing

locally available materials and

technology. It is intended that

these workshops continue to pro-

duce after the initial construction

is completed for they can sell out-

side the imnediate region, bringing

in revenue to the cooperative.

They will also provide parts to

the development for future growth

or change. The workshops should

produce a variety of products fram

the simple to the ornate, so that

houses may be upgraded as the in-

habitants' become more affluent.

Because of the "low technologies"

employed it will not. be difficult

to alter designs so as to suit

more or less individual tastes or

desires. This flexibility also

means that the industry will be

adaptable to market conditions when

it begins to sell outside the local

area.



CONNECTIONS

9. 9

To what degree these details become

standardized in their dimensions

should be determined by the pro-

ducers and the users (i.e., the

cooperative). It is suggested,

however, that traditional details

be examined, to determine usable

dimensions. In a system such

as this, the architect should not

put limitations on the range of

details available.

9. L0
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Solid Panels Screens
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Fanlights

9. ii
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Shutters

Windows

9. 12

121

OPENINGS

Door

H
LI
LIZ

H
LII

Eli
"Ill

H H
LZ _ D



RAILINGS AND BALUSTRADES

9.144 9. 15

9.Z3
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STAIRS GABLE ENDS



ROOF FORMS
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9. Z7

9. Z8

9. 17,9. 18,9. 19, 9.20. Early
sketches of elevations.
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9. 79

9.20
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9. 2Z

9. 22

9.2Z,9.22,9.23,9.24.Eleva-
tions of final design.
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9.23

9.24
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FRONT ELEVATION REAR ELEVATION

9.25.The shophouse incorpora-
tes both residential and
commercial activities.
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SECTION



So as to provide a formal continu-

ity with the larger urban environ-

ment, other familiar building types

are employed for the commercial

and public buildings. For examples

of public buildings in the Malay-

sian context, refer to the descrip-

tions of mosques and palace archi-

tecture in chapters 3 and 5. The

urban shophouse as a building

type is described in Appendix B.

Similarly, the outdoor market com-

mon to most Malaysian towns and

cities is used as a reference when

designing the large outdoor space.
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l0.0.The commercial zone
intensifies the main vehi-
cular path through the site.

Chapter 10: Site Organization -
The Collective Scale

As the service cores are deployed

across the site, they provide a

structural basis for a field organi-

zation. Repetition of this form

at an infrastructural level provides

a coherent framework for the growth

of individual units. By the time

the units are completed, the repeti-

tive nature of the concrete service

cores will be obscured by the resi-

dents' infill, which, in many cases,

will completely surround the core.

An organizational unity, however,
will remain, for the cores provide

a scale reference and define the

basic positioning of houses for

construction.

The patterns of circulation through-

out the site may be thought of as a

hierarchy of pathways, with various

activities zoned to different areas,
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creating pathways of different

character. The main cammercial

route (and thereby the widest and

most heavily trafficked) parallels

the stream and the contours of the

hill and connects to an existing

three-way intersection to the

south and to a road with a number

of shops along it to the north.

Being the only thoroughfare for

outside automobile traffic, this

road defines the "village center".

It is intersected in the middle

of the site by the main pedestrian

paths. It is at this meeting of

internal and external that large-

scale activities occur. It is here

that public buildings such as the

mosque and health care center are

grouped, adjacent to the largest

outdoor space which serves as a

market. Smaller internal foot

paths connect the :main paths to

residential automobile accessways,

and to courtyards, around which

the houses are grouped.

A
/ I /

I

10. I

10. 1, 10.2.Identifying key
directionalities on the
site.

;1
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10.2
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10.3. \

CONTRACTOR'S CONTRIBUTION

---- 
---

Ta-

-- -

.* - .*.*- -7. ~

-** - * .-- * -

i0.3.Overall organization:
the utility cores and
structural frameworks of
the 4-unit clusters in a
directional field on the
site. This is the contrac-
tor's contribution.
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10.4.

USER'S CONTRIBUTION

10.4. Overall organization:
The inhabitant's contribu-
tion.
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10.5. CIRCULATION

W/ vehicular

pedestrian

;2 parkland

10.5.OveraZl organization:
Circulation paths.
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10.6. ZONING

COMES, commercial

residential

public

I',

~I7L~jif7 K

E a

10. 6. Overall organization:
Uee zones.
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l0.7.Interface between in-
doors and out; the charac-
ter of the communal space
is determined by the build-
ings which surround it.
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Due to the nature of the non-rigid

(and in some cases, non-existent)

territorial definitions in Malay
settlements, it is best that this

aspect of the environment be left

to the residents as well. Therefore,
to study the shared spaces which

constitute a typical courtyard, it
is less important to examine what

is built outside (for usually nothing

is), and more worthwhile to look

at the interface between indoors

and out, private and public and

its effect on the character of

the space. Attention has been

given to maximizing the exposure

of the anjong and serambi to the

outdoor space which they will

partially define. Entryways need

not be directly from the court-

yard, so long as other suitable

connections can exist between the

inside of the house and the court-

yard. In this manner, the Malay
tradition of hospitality towards

neighbors will be encouraged by
an environment conducive to neigh-

borly interactions.

ZO. 8
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ZQ.9. The commerciaZ
zo'ne at street level with

10. 9 residential use above.
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Q b

A

The Spiritual Aspect of House
Building: Rites, Rituals, and
Taboos

Before the coming of organized

religions, the Malays believed in

the existence of a vital force

("semangat") in all men, animals,

places and things. All things,

"have 'semangat', from particular
objects, such as a certain tree or
rock, to the more general, as in
the rice field cererony when the
spirit of the seed rice was care-
fully preserved for the following
year' s crop. "9

They feared these spirits, and when-

ever possible, tried to avoid dis-

turbing them.

In choosing the site for a house,

one is careful that it does not

coincide with the spirits' abodes

or thoroughfare, so as to avoid in-

A. I

A. i. Some implements used in
the searching for the base
of the house.
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curring their anger. Criteria for

selecting a site include signs of

other creatures living on the site,

such as birds' nests, beehives,

spiderwebs, and the like. Trees

should be leaning away from where

the house is to be placed (especi-

ally so for coconut trees) and the

land should slope slightly, pre-

ferably lower on the north side

and higher on the south. No "parit

buta" ("dead" drainage ditch) or

"perigi buta" ("dead" pond or well)

and no logs or stumps should be on

the site. When these conditions

are satisfied, one proceeds to the

cerenony for "searching for the

base of the house."

(The following descriptions of

ceremonies are adapted from Philip

Gibbs unpublished report, "The

Traditional Malay House as a Sys-

tems Building" from the Universiti

Sains Malaysia, 1974, and from Wan

Burhanuddin bin Wan Abidin's unpub-



lished report, "The Malay House Con-

struction -- The Ritual Approach",

May 1980).

SEARCHING THE BASE OF THE HOUSE:

The ceremony is held at night, usual-

ly after sunset and before 8:00 p.m.

Incense is placed in a container

filled with embers and burned. The

woman of the house takes a stick

and measures it to one "depa" (the

span from fingertip to fingertip

of outstretched arms). She also

takes some ratan (rope) and measures

it to one "depa". The ratan is then

tied to the stick. More incense

is burnt and the stick with the

ratan tied to it is planted in the

ground at the chosen spot. A pail

filled with water is placed near

the stick. The ceremony closes

with the reading of a prayer.

After dawn and usually before sun-

rise, the woman of the house measures

SEARCHING THE BASE OF THE HOUSE

I, K

'jy$ /

A. 2
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MATERIALS:

I;

There are rules guiding the choice

of materials that, if followed,

ensure peacefulness for the future

inhabitants. Examples of these

are:

1. Logs indented with parasitic

creepers are not to be used in any

part of the house.

2. Should attap be used for roofing

material, it should not be woven

during the period of the new moon.

ERECTING THE HOUSE:

The searching of the base having

been completed, the site is then

cleared and the "pelapit tiangs"

(plinths) are arranged. The

"tiangs" (columns) are laid out

on the ground according to the

pelapit tiangs. A good day is

chosen for erecting the house,

usually a Mnday or a Wednesday.

The "bomoh" (medicine man), car-

I
K)

V -;- '"1 -0 ~~' L

the stick that had been planted.

If the stick has lengthened during

the night, the spot is suitable. If

the stick is shorter, then it is

unsuitable. The ratan is also

measured. The water in the pail is

examined. If the water has over-

flowed, it is a good location. If

the water has diminished, it is un-

suitable. If the spot has been

demonstrated to be suitable, then

the "tiang seri" (the center

column) will be placed where the

stick was planted.

im(

A. 3
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penters and neighbors gather for THE CEREMONY
the ceremony of 'memuleh rumah" OF PLACING
(erecting the house). THE CLOTH

A. 4
The bonoh first smokes the tiang

seri with incense. Using a

chisel, he sprinkles it with water,

then he places "tepung tawar" (face

powder) and "sintuk limau" (a local

fruit) on it. The tiang seri is the

first nember to be erected. It is

the nost important as the Mlays

believe that happiness depends on

the tiang seri. Usually before

its erection, the owner of the \

house has a yellow rice "kenduri"

(feast) to which the bonoh is

invited.

As the tiang seri is being lifted

into place, the woman of the house

is asked to touch it as a sign that

the house belongs to her. This is

also an admission from the woman A.4. Pieces of cloth are
placed at every 'bunga tiang'.
The centermost pole, thethat it will be her responsibility 'tiang ser' has a coconut
as well as another three

to care for the house when it is pieces of cloth tied to its
middle portion.
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THE CEREMONY OF MEMULEH RUMAH completed. Silver coins are placed

under the tiang seri, and sane sug-

gest that this is to ensure the

success of the builders of the

house.

ROOF ASSEMBLY:

The roof is symbolically the pro-

tector of the house but it is also

the dwelling place of evil spirits.

In cases where these spirits are

reared by man, the keepers will

deliver their offerings and sacri-
fices to the space where these

spirits are kept. When there is a

prolonged death, incantations are

recited and the roofing materials of

the house the person is in are

stripped one by one to hasten the

death (releasing the trapped

A. 5 spirit). Not much is known about

the rituals of roof construction

but the rules described below are

adhered to because of the special

spiritual position attributed to
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the roof.

1. The first elemrent of any

roofing component (rafter, purlin,

roofing material) should not slip

and fall on the ground. If it does,

work has to stop and can only be

continued the following morning.

2. Should there be an eclipse of

the sun or moon during construction,

the entire roof has to be dismant-

led and further construction can

only resume after the eclipse.

3. No rafter should be placed at

the dead center of a doorway.

LAYING THE FLOOR:

Not ruch is known about the rites

in this step but the general rule

is that the laying down of the

first floor board has to be pre-

cisely tined.

FITTING THE STEPS (LADDER):

The rule observed here is that the

number of treads (or rungs) should

not be even, regardless of the di-

mension of the risers.

WALL CONSTRUCTION:

The first wall component used should

not fall on the ground. If woven

bamboo is used as wall panels, a

design called "gajah bertembung"

(elephants in a duel) cannot be

used. This mtif is usually

reserved for palaces because the

energy created by the pattern is

not suitable for dwellings.

DOORS AND WINDOW LEAVES:

If a door is not constructed right,

evil spirits dwell in it. The

spirits would sometimes hide

people ("disembunyi hantu")

behind the door and sometimes it

would take days before the person

is found. Door and window leaves

have to be completed and fixed in
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their respective places before the

house is occupied.

MOVING IN:

Moving into a new house has to

be very carefully done so as to

not upset the natural balance of

forces created by the building

elements in the interior spaces.

An appropriate time has to be

selected and a test performed

before moving in.

'Test:

1. A charm is recited and a bowl

of water is left overnight in

the center of the ibu rumah (main

space). The water level is noted.

2. The water level is observed the

following morning. If it has

dropped or if the surrounding area

is sprinkled wet, then the house

is not suitable to be noved into

as yet. The master carpenter is

called on to find out ways to

appease the "semangat rumah"

(spirit of the house) . The bowl

test is repeated until the inter-

vention is permissible.

A feast is held near the vicinity.

A Koran is brought into the house

and placed in a respected position.

Sleeping items are brought in,

beginning with the pillows and then

whatever one sleeps on. Kitchen

utensils are brought in, beginning

with what one cooks in, followed

by the rest. The remainder of the

owner's belongings are brought in.

When everything is in order, another

feast is held to conmemrate the

beginning and end of another event.

TABOOS:

Taboos pertaining to buildings are

numerous. Below are a few:

Construction:

1. The door of the "serambi"

(guest space) must not be in line

with the door of the "ibu rumiah"
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(main space) .

2. Bathroams and toilets/outhouses

must not be in the shadow of the

living spaces.

3. The kitchen floor is to be lower

than other floors. The bathroom is

on the ground.

Social:

1. No whistling is allowed in the

house.

2. Unbrellas may not be opened in

the house.

3. Floors may not be swept at

night.

4. No corpse is to be brought into

the house .if one dies elsewhere.

The final rites should be perforned

in a mosque. The rites are only

performed in the house if one dies

under its roof.

5. The "bendul" (cross beam at the

floor level) should not be sat on,

especially by any pregnant waxnn.

6. No standing on the ground with

arms resting on the steps leading

into the house.

7. When coming into and leaving a

house at night, a charm is recited.

8. A charm is also recited when

opening a window and another one

for closing it.
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Urban Settlements and the
Chinese House

In marked contrast to the informali-

ty of the Malay kampong, Malaysia's

towns and cities are rigidly struc-

tured, with well-defined circula-

tion systems and property boundaries.

The disparity between urban and

rural forms of settlement is not

surprisinq since the urban systems

are not indigenous, but are based

upon an inported nodel. Although

influenced by the British coloni-

alists, Malaysia's cities are

basically Chinese in their forms,

having grown up to acconodate

Chinese inmigrants in the late

nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries.

Despite the fact that most of the

Chinese immigrants were from rural

areas in southern China, it has

been suggested that their frames of

reference were quite different from

those of the rural Malays, and, as

such, they could be thought of as

urban people. In China, there was

an orientation toward the city in

that even in more renote areas

there were strong social and econ-

omic ties between town and country.

The clearly differentiated house

lots and rectilinear circulation

systems of Chinese settlements are

an outgrowth of the concept of land

as a conmodity, an idea quite alien

to the Malays of the nineteenth

century. (When it was necessary to

place a value on Malay land, it was

usually in terms of the number of

fruit trees on the land or the a-

mount of rice which could be planted,

and thus it was production-oriented

rather than market-oriented). This

may be viewed as a cultural differ-

ence, for such "noney-mindedness" is

an aspect of the strong conmercial

tradition of southern China.
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A comparison between the traditional

Chinese city and the larger Malay

settlements further illustrates the

contrast between urban attitudes.

The Chinese city is based upon a

medieval form: a perimeter wall

enclosing a dense urban space, of-

ten laid out in a grid. It is easy

to understand how such a structure

can affect a society's urban

mentality by promoting the idea of

boundary definition. The residenti-

al areas surrounding a Malay

palace (this is as close as the

Malays cane to an indigenous urban

form) bad an altogether different

character. This type of a city was

arranged centrifocally, with the

palace and the mosque at the core,

enclosed by a residential ring

housing those who inediately

served the palace complex. This

ring was, in turn, surrounded by

more houses, eventually dissipating

into a sprawling group of kampongs.

1' f6VW-f

B. 0

B.O. Petaling Street, Kuala
Lumpur in the early 20th
century.
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B. 7. r

B. 2

As this sort of settlement was based

upon the idea of service to the

court, it bears little resemblance

in econcmic terms to the conmercial

city of southern China. It is in-

teresting to note that the Malay
word used today to mean a town or

city was originally "bandar", in

reference to a marketplace and not

to a residential area. This may be
indicative of the Malay attitude

toward the inported urban form. The

term "kampong" (village) is still

used to denote housing, whether

rural or urban.

As part of the cultural transplanta-
tion which accompanied himigration,

the Chinese urban house form was in-
troduced to Malaysia. Developed in

an urban context, the Chinese house

is characteristically inward-looking.

It is built of nasonry, with spaces
oriented about an interior court-

yard (or series of courtyards in

larger houses). As these houses
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are arranged as rowbouses along the

street, they are often disproportion-

ately deep and narrow, making the

courtyard practical for bringing
light and air into the interior of
the structure. The heavy exterior

walls and interior openness are

consistent with Chinese attitudes

toward family and society. There is B.3

a strong emphasis on privacy between

neighbors but not between members

of one's own close-knit family. The

idea of distancing oneself from

neighbors by using strong physical

definition nay be interpreted in

part as a response to the crowded

conditions of urban life, rather

than solely as a cultural proclivi-

ty.

The density of house frontages

along the street nakes these build-

ings particularly applicable to

conmercial use as shophouses. Often,p

the first floor (usually used as a B. 4

formal hall for receiving guests,
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B.5. Living quarters above
a shophouse.

with servants' quarters or kitchen

behind) is replaced by a small shop

or godown (warehouse) while living

quarters are maintained upstairs.

Such an arrangement is very useful

to the small businessman for it

allows greater family involvement

in the business and makes longer

hours possible. In addition to the

convenience, there is also the in-

creased sense of security which

comes with living above the shop.

As British colonial policy encourag-

ed Chinese involvement in the con-

mercial sector of the economy

(while maintaining Malays in the

agricultural sector) these shop-

houses came to form the cores of

cities throughout the Malay penin-

sula as well as in other parts of

southeast Asia.

B. 5
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As the house, in this instance, is

defined by the property line, so the

block is defined by the streets

which border it. In the case of

the mlaysian Chinese city, this

nans a generally rectilinear lay-

out of main roads with back lanes

running between rows of houses

placed back-to-back. Consistency

of design was encouraged by the

regular division of lots for build-

ing and by a very strong building-

type for a house. Commonly, the

fronts of buildings are linked by

a covered sidewalk raised slightly

above street level (known colloqui-

ally as a "five-foot way").

B.6 B.?

B. 6. ,B. 7.A block of shop-
houses in Kuala Lumpur, as
it appeared in Z974 and in
1976.

i
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Although suited to the dense urban

context, the Chinese house has not,

however, been adapted to the clim-

ate of Malaysia. This is testinony

to the persistence of traditional

form, for the great thermal mass of

masonry construction and the rela-

tively poor planning for ventilation

creates an interior which is parti-

cularly hot and damp, exaggerating

the conditions outdoors.

MIch of this tradition is based upon

the ancient practice of Feng Shui

(literally, wind and water, two of

the four basic elements), the

Chinese system of beliefs which

tries to balance the intimately

related energies of nature, so as

to create an environment in which

man is in harrony with his universe.

Traditionally, a geomancer was con-

sulted during the planning of a

home. Although this practice no

longer exists in Malaysia, many of

the precepts and attitudes of Feng

B. 8

B.8. A hawker has set up his
stand within the "five foot
way. "
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shui have become incorporated into

the style and layout of buildings.

Cne climatically inappropriate

example is the decree against align-

ing the front door with interior

doors. According to Feng Shui, this

prevents an evil spirit from looking

all the way into the house and a

cultural determinist will explain

that this increases visual privacy

from the street. This practice,

however, slows down the movement

of air through the house, inpeding

any natural cooling which may be

derived from the breeze.

As the Chinese have traditionally

dominated Malaysia's cities it is

not surprising that buildings be-

ing constructed today are regulated

by codes and ordinances of Chinese

origin. Parallels may be drawn

between contenporary housing est-

ates and older Chinese settlements.

This is as true of larger scale

planning (division of land and

B.9. Petaling Street as it
appears today (see B.0 for
comparison). The street is
filled with an open air
night market, or "pasar
malam", common to most
Malaysian cities.

B. 9
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layout of roads and back lanes) as

it is of the smaller scale (built

separation between neighbors and a

strong bias against wood construc-

tion). Such tendencies exclude the

possibility of creating a built

environment consistent with another

cultural system, such as might be

appropriate for a community of

urban Malays. Although it is nore

than likely that this result is un-

intentional, Malaysia's cumbersome

bureaucracy and the fact that the

majority of architects, planners

and contractors are traditional

urban dwellers, makes it doubtful

than any major changes will be

forthcoming.
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