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Abstract. In this paper, the grammar of the traditional Malay houses (TMH) built in the past 
century is presented. The basic unit structures that form the shape of the TMH are first derived. 
Evidences of the basic unit structures or their combinations were documented by previous 
researchers and are used as a way of explaining the physical, spatial and hct ional  relationships 
of the built forms of the TMH. The scope of the study is currently limited to the original TMH of 
the bumbung panjang (long roof) type in which the key features of the houses were easily 
discernible from the side view. The shape addition rules for generating these structures are used 
to characterize the compositional aspects of TMH style. 
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1. Introduction 

The traditional Malay houses (TMH) are located within the peninsular of Malaysia and are a 
form of local indigenous vernacular architecture from the colonial era. The houses provided a 
glimpse of the life of the Malays in the 19th century and represent the local cultural heritage. 
The houses were built by master carpenters and builders. Due to the wooden materials used in 
the construction of these houses, many are no longer usable and some have been left unattended. 
Many efforts were made to document these houses by architects and enthusiasts as well as to 
preserve the houses. The focus in the literature work was concentrated in documenting the built 
forms of the houses that includes the construction methods, the built-environment analysis, and 
ordering principles (Kamaruddin, 1 983; Nasir, 1985; Yuan, 1987; Gibbs, 1 987; Raja Bahrin 
Shah, 1988; Nasir and Wan Teh, 1994; Syed Iskandar, 2001; Mohd Tajuddin et al. 2004). 
Recently, a more systematic data collection in the form of cataloguing of photographic 
collections and measured drawings has been undertaken. Figure 1 shows an example of one of 
the earliest records of TMH while Figures 2 and 3 show drawings of 2-unit and 3-unit TMH from 
the eastern region. 

The construction of the TMH has been influenced by the iterative adoptions to local 
conditions such as religion, climate and materials. Within the Peninsular of Malaysia, there exist 
three distinct regions - northern, central and eastern, in which the TMH differs in styles. 
However, since the regions are subjected to almost similar local conditions, it is therefore not 
surprising to find the similarity of shape in most of these houses. This paper attempts to study 
the form and style of the TMH from the shape grammar approach in order to enable proper 
coding and compilation of the various built forms in a computing environment. The scope of the 
study is currently limited to the original TMH of the bumbungpanjang (long roof) type in which 
the key features of the houses were easily discernible from the side view. 
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