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ABSTRACT

Malay Traditional house (MTH) is heritage architecture, also known as a vernacular house where 
it is located far away from the city area. This house is mainly resided by the Malay people, who 
practices Islam, Malay cultural customs and values in their daily lives. In the earliest eras, the 
MTH’s space was very small which particularly had only a basic main house. Throughout the times, 
the MTH developed from a basic house into several spaces which needed to be compatible with the 
Malays’ basic needs, culture and their environment. MTH emphasizes on the hierarchy, segregation 
of the spaces and interior architectural elements. The objective of this paper is to describe the relation 
between Malay culture, customs and religious belief and how these elements reflect the spaces of the 
house. The result reveals the interior space planning provision that would assist in providing new 
design recommendations for modern terrace houses in Malaysia.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Malay houses are located on the equatorial line with humid and hot climate (Mohd Sabrizaa, 2017) 
with a temperature of around 22-32 degrees Celsius (Yuan, 1987). The Malay traditional house (MTH) 
is considered as the heritage of the Malays (Yuan, 1991) and used quality hardwood to construct the 
house’s pillar (column), floor, wall and roof structure (Yaa’cob et al., 2021). The relation of culture and 
environment plays an important role in the spatial design of MTH. Different communities represent 
different types of culture, environment, socio-economic, religious beliefs and environmental behavior. 
These elements influence a house’s spatial design (Rapoport, 2008), and express the cultural identity 
of the community and the surroundings also reveal  the  space  behavior  and  utilization  (Gharaei & 
Rafieian, 2013; Rapoport, 2008). MTH is resided by the Malays who practice Islam as their religious 
belief (Noorul Huda & Talib, 2013). In Malaysia, the Malay traditional house (MTH) is an example of 
a timber structured house that is raised on stilts above the ground level  (Nasir, 1985; Yuan, 1987, 
1991; Gurupiah & Ra’alah, 1998). This house type reveals the continuity of Malay cultural norms, 
customs, religious beliefs which are shown in the segregation and seclusion of space (Noorul Huda 
& Talib, 2013). The construction of MTH used wedges, mortise and built by local carpenters with the 
help from the local community of the villages (Yuan, 1991; Nasir, 1985; Yaa’cob et al., 2021). 
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Figure 1. The Malay traditional house (MTH) compound.
(Yuan, 1987) 

1.1. The House Form of MTH

The house form will change accordingly from time to time due to the needs and lifestyles of the 
occupants in the house (Yuan, 1991; Abidin, 1981). Therefore, the MTH’s design is built in modular 
concept (Siti Aisyah, 2020), which is more flexible with multi-functional space to accommodate the 
future needs of family growth (Yuan, 1991; Nasir, 1985; Gibbs, 1987). MTH can be moved easily 
from one place to another because the house is built in a modular concept. The origin and base 
of the MTH is the core house known as Rumah Ibu (main house) and is the first section built by 
the builder (Anuar, 2006; Mohd Sabrizaa, 2017). Later other space will be built which follows 
the needs of the family. Rumah Ibu is named in honor of women who manage the house and a 
mother will always supervise all interior space (Nasir & Wan Teh, 1996) and also educating her 
children, which are part of Malay culture. 

There is another heritage element as an added value for MTH, which is the rich and fine art of 
wood carving. The unique carved motifs are derived from the Malays’ religious belief and the 
natural surroundings (Mohd Sabrizaa, 2009). This carvings are made using high quality wood  
and has become part of the aesthetic and heritage of the house  (Yuan, 1987; Gurupiah & Ra’alah, 
1998). Wood carving is part of the aesthetic elements and is carved by skilled local craftsmen 
who use motifs derived from flora, fauna, Arabic calligraphy and geometry shapes (Daud et al., 
2012, Yuan 1991).  Yuan (1991; 1987) and Nasir, (1982; 1985) state that MTH architectural elements 
consist of windows, door, lintel, staircase and the aesthetics of wood carving. The window is very 
large that builts up from the floor level and ended up at the tebuk tembus (perforated hole) wood 
carving. These windows and tebuk tembus wood carvings offer ventilate the air and allow natural 
sunlight to get into the house to provide comfort to the occupants. 
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Figure 2. The MTH air movement.
(Yuan, 1987)

The roof eaves above the large window and will help to transmit the heat and also controls the 
glare from natural sunlight, direct solar radiation and protects from the heavy rain. The roof eaves 
with fascia board that extended in front of the window that will help to minimize an outsider’s view 
of house’s interior (Yuan, 1987).

1.2 MTH space relationship

Figure 3. Interior spaces of MTH.
(Yuan, 1987;  1991)
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The MTH gives a vast impact of lifestyle for the occupants in the house (Ghaffarianhoseini et al., 
2014). Yuan (1987), Nasir, (1985) and Rapoport, (1969) mention that a house is a place where 
a person should feel safe, peaceful, comfortable, tranquil and as his or her private sanctuary. 
Residents could do lot of activities with family members that can strengthen their relationships 
which is also in alignment to their religious belief (Mortada, 2003; Omer, 2010), customs and 
culture. According to Gurupiah & Ra’alah (1998), Nasir (1985), Yuan (1987) and Nasir & Wan 
Teh (1996) the MTH has multi-functional space with different activities which means it will change 
due to daily activities and certain festivities (e.g. family gathering, wedding feast, Raya feast, doa 
selamat feast, social function and religious function). This is highlighted by Rapoport (2008) 
where there is continuity in the role of the cultural environmental. The space’s functions will 
change at different times of the day and night and it is shown in their daily activities. The minimal 
use of partition in the interior is to allow the space to be more flexible. Even though there is less 
partition in the space, it is replaced with the use of curtains to block the outsiders from viewing 
the private area (Yuan, 1987). Culturally, the Malays will sit on the wooden floor because there is 
very minimal furniture namely sofa or dining table, which will be placed in the interior of the house. 

The MTH is divided into two areas where it is known as front and back areas. Front house will be 
a place for males and females will be placed at the back of the house. The front part area is more 
public rather than back area where it is more private and is meant only for females and family 
members. An outsider here means a non-family member, and he or she is not allowed to occupy 
or even pass-by this area if the head of family is not around, in order to avoid slander. The interior 
spaces for daily activities are divided into public, semi-public, semi-private and private areas.

2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The methods used in this study is physical on-site measurement (layout), observations and in-depth 
interviews with occupants. There are a small number of samples that were selected from Malay families 
in Melaka. Most of the selected MTH is in different sizes of layout plan which have already been 
expanded following the needs of the family. The selected respondents were interviewed based on 
their availability and willingness, and the selection of the houses was made based on the best level 
of originality in architecture and interior, current condition of MTH and accessibility. Most of the MTH 
were found to have undergone major renovations by their owners and have lost their architectural 
novelty. During the site visit, some MTH were found abandoned by their owners and there were 
areas of the houses that were difficult to access for this study. Some MTH were also found severely 
damaged and destroyed. These are some restricted factors that affected the study. This research 
was set at a natural setting in the MTH where the information was gathered by using open-ended 
questions and interactively collaborating with the respondents to collect the verbal data (Creswell, 
2009; 2012) whilst as for visual documentation data collection used the Nikon DSLR camera. These 
collected data are used and discussed in this paper.
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Results from the in-depth interviews with the occupants of MTH reveal their religious beliefs, 
culture and social interactions in daily life. Malay behavioral norms remain to be an important 
aspect in regulating the seclusion and solitude of occupants especially for females in the families. 
Family bonding will be strengthened in their daily life activities, based on the info graphic data. 
Figure 4 shows the chart of zoning area of the occupants’ daily life living in MTH and also shown 
are the areas meant for males and females. The zoning mentioned in the chart are the public area, 
semi-public area, semi-private area and private area. The most important zone is the private (seclusion) 
space for females, this area only meant for females in the house and some other time it can also be used 
by males of the family, such as the sleeping area in the rumah ibu. The result also shows that the way of 
daily life, everyday social interaction and behavioral norms are aligned with their religious belief and 
culture. The finding is toward the zoning of space, planning and regulating privacy, which is seen 
more towards the individual, family and the seclusion of females.

Figure 4. Daily activities of MTH occupants.
 4.CONCLUSION

This paper studies the space planning of MTH in relation to the daily activities of its occupants. 
Islamic teachings and cultural norms can clearly be seen in protecting the privacy of the residents 
where there is the use of curtains to block the view from the intrusive eyes of non-family members. 
Furthermore, Islamic teachings are also applied in spatial arrangement that emphasize on the 
gender segregation and the separation between public and private spaces. The understanding 
of these divisions toward the seclusion of space should be taken into considerations in designing 
Malay Muslim houses in the future. For further research, there is a need to study more on MTH 
architectural elements such as windows, doors, opening and the opening treatments towards the 
level of privacy in the house.
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