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Sugiharto House 

Jakarta, Indonesia 

I. Introduction 

The Sugiharto House is in Pondok Gedek, an old village on the outskirts of south-east Jakarta, 

Indonesia. The village is populated mostly by descendants of Batavians (Batavia being the 

original name of Jakarta when the city was founded by the Dutch in 1619), dislodged from 

Batavia after the Dutch colonization. It is now a dormitory village for Jakarta.  

Under Suharto’s term (1966-1998), open land within the village was carved into plots for 

residential development. The infrastructure created at that time is now run-down as a result of 

neglect. Potholed roads require urgent resurfacing and some parts of the development are 

prone to flooding. The family houses in this scheme are generally single-storey and are 

constructed either with reinforced-concrete frameworks with infill or with brick load-bearing 

walls. Many have gone through extensive renovations. By contrast, the Sugiharto House is a 

three-storey structure that has maintained the scale of the surrounding area, which has a 

height restriction of 9 metres. 

Despite its physical transformation, the saving grace of Pondok Gedek is that the traditional 

village spirit and customs live on.  

II.  Contextual Information 

A.  Historical background 

The goal was for the architect to design a house for his uncle and aunt on a restricted budget, 

and so it was decided to use recycled materials.  

B.  Local architectural character 

There is nothing exciting architecturally about the neighbourhood. It is generally a collection 

of mismatched houses on 9-metre-wide plots. There are no setbacks at the side boundaries, 

while the street fronts form a continuous façade. The pitched roofs are a mixture of clay and 

concrete tiles. 

C.  Climatic conditions 

The area is part of the hot, wet and humid equatorial tropics and the site is located about 1–2º 

south of the Equator. 

D.  Site and surroundings 

Pondok Gedek is south-east of Jakarta. It had been a village in a rural setting but over the past 

twenty-odd years has been developed for lower-income housing. The plot sizes vary between 
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6 x 13 and 9 x 13 metres. Originally, the plots were supplied with appropriate infrastructural 

facilities but over time these have been neglected by the local authorities. There is hardly any 

landscaping of merit. 

Architectural character is non-existent. Most of the houses are similar to those found 

throughout South-East Asia, where the poor try to emulate the wealthy with poor copies of 

concrete houses. Most of these houses abut one another as town houses would do and have 

pitched roofs. With the passage of time, many of the houses have been renovated by their 

owners.

Access to the houses is fairly straightforward once the road system is understood. The ride is 

a little bumpy and it would be quite a battle in wet weather. 

E.  Topography  

The general topography of the site is flat and there would be the chance of flooding if any 

drains were to become blocked. The actual plot of the Sugiharto House is slightly higher than 

the surroundings and was specifically chosen by the owner, who is familiar with the area. 

III.  Programme 

A.  What conditions gave rise to the formulation of the programme? 

The owners, Mr and Mrs Sugiharto, already lived in Pondok Gedek but, with an expanding 

family, needed more space. The choice was either to enlarge their existing house, which had 

already been renovated, or to build a larger one.  

Mr Sugiharto worked for a local bank and so was able to obtain a housing loan easily. He 

found a possible house and contacted his nephew, Djuhara, who is an architect, for his 

opinion. The property is on the same street as his previous house and was similar in character 

to all the other houses. When he was shown the property, the architect asked his uncle if he 

had faith in his professional skill. Hearing that he had, the architect suggested the demolition 

of the existing building – something that was unheard of in the community – and the 

construction of an entirely new house. 

Mr Sugiharto initially wanted to follow the approach of everyone else in his community, 

which was to buy an existing property and to alter, enlarge or renovate it as necessary. He 

was shocked at the architect’s suggestion. However, he went along with his nephew's 

explanation that this was an opportunity to present a new type of architecture that would 

provide more space, fulfilling the requirements of the family.  

The owner set aside a budget of IDR 30,000,000 (USD 3,200), and the architect confirmed 

that he could produce the new scheme within that figure. Later, when it was established that 

the budget would be more than the IDR 30,000,000, Mr Sugiharto considered that it was still 

worth proceeding with the project. 
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It seems that it was the determination of the architect and his desire to design something 

challenging and new on a tight (but ultimately unrealistic) budget that brought this project 

into being. 

B.  Objectives 

In the words of Mr Sugiharto, he was a simple man and his needs for his family were simple. 

All he wanted was a house that was adequate for a small family, where his three children of 

eleven, seven and two years of age could grow up and that he and his wife could enjoy. 

C.  Functional requirements  

No written brief was given to the architect. The scheme was drawn up with regard to the 

needs of the family. The architect wanted to maximize the constraints of the site, measuring 

only 9 metres wide by 13 metres deep. The simple house was zoned into a common area at 

the ground level, a semi-private zone on the first floor for the children, and a private zone at 

the highest level, reserved for the parents. This planning and zoning philosophy is 

untraditional for the cultural group of the Malay Archipelago. Integrating the internal and 

external spaces at ground-floor level created a larger than expected environment conducive to 

a range of uses, not only for the family but also for the neighbours. 

To build an inexpensive house they decided to use recycled building materials as a means of 

cost saving. Furthermore, this would enable a sustainable design and could create a paradigm 

shift in the mindset of the locals, who believed that recycled materials were cheap and 

undesirable, by revealing these materials to be beautiful and functional. Above all, it would 

create a new approach to housing and transform the typology of the existing urban fabric of 

the village.

IV.  Description 

A.  Project data 

Site dimensions:    13 x 9 metres 

Area of site:     117 square metres 

Front setback from boundary:   3 metres 

Rear setback from boundary:   4 metres 

Side setback for driveway:   3 metres 

Footprint of house:    6 x 6 metres 

Floor area per level:    36 square metres 

Area left for external spaces:   81 square metres 

Floor-to-floor height:    2.4 metres 

Floor-to-ceiling height:    2.25 metres 

Structural beams and columns:   150 x 75 millimetres 

Roof / ceiling space:    800 x 75 millimetres 
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B.  Evolution of design concepts 

1.  Response to physical constraints  

The proportion of the building to the site is sensitively conceived. The setback from the front, 

side and back is adequate to provide usable and functional spaces that contribute towards 

improving the quality of the living area at the ground level.  

In the tropics there is a considerable prevailing westerly wind, especially during the 

afternoon. This was confirmed during the Reviewer’s visit to the house. The wind is even 

stronger when the building is higher than those around it, as was the case here. A new house 

next door, built after Sugiharto’s had been completed, unwittingly shaded the Sugiharto 

House from the early morning sun and indirectly created a heat centre that induces an upward 

flow of hot air, thereby pulling in cooler air from the ground level, which generates a mini 

breeze in the courtyards of the Sugiharto House. The orientation of the structure takes 

advantage of the prevailing winds, while blocking out the strong western sunlight with a solid 

windowless mass. This concept of blocking out the sun is so embedded in the minds of 

architects and architectural students that it is difficult to erase.  

2.  Response to user requirements; spatial organization 

The usefulness of the spaces is demonstrated by the multitude of functions that have been 

made available in the indoor–outdoor space at ground level. Not only is the family enjoying 

what has been created but the whole neighbourhood is using this incredible building almost 

by default. The house, which originally inspired scepticism in the neighbours as ‘the house 

which does not look like a house’, is now being enjoyed by almost anyone and everyone.  

The house has inspired cookery groups for the local ladies, religious meetings, Koran study 

sessions, musical jamming in the courtyards, and people who simply come by to chat or for 

kong-kor (an Indonesian word, adapted from the Chinese Fuzien dialect, meaning 

‘storytelling’). The lower area of the house has developed into a kind of community space. 

3.  Purely formal aspects  

The simple rectilinear form of the main massing of the house sits in a sea of mismatched, 

low-cost suburban buildings. The ratio of walls to openings, the texture of the materials used, 

and the clear way the various elements have been put together reinforces the simplicity of the 

building. 

There is a marked lack of decorative features and traditional motifs used in the structure. This 

was a deliberate decision. Decoration is instead constituted by a celebration of the texture of 

the materials, which seem to change in the tropical sunlight. The sun’s trajectory across the 

sky highlights one of the most important aspects of tropical architecture, the manner in which 

light and shade underscore the sensitive details of the façades. 

4.  Landscaping 

There was not much surrounding land left after the house was built because the site was 

small. There is parking space at the side of the house, while about 36 square metres at the 

back mark the southern side of the site. A trellised canopy supports a tropical creeper with 
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drooping white blossoms, providing shade for an outdoor area. This can be used as an 

alternative dining space when there are visitors. 

C.  Structure, materials, technology 

1.  Structural systems 

Simple column-and-beam construction has been used. Columns are spaced at 6-metre 

intervals at the four corners and there is a column 3 metres along the eastern façade. The west 

side of the house features the only masonry wall and this houses the service core of the 

bathrooms and other risers. The water storage tank is located on the flat concrete roof. 

2.  Materials 

Structural members: All the main structural members are recycled steel I-beams. Floor joists 

are 60 x 120 millimetre timbers. 

Infill materials: Rectangular hollow section frames were used to take the zinc-coated sheets. 

Concrete blocks were used up to the spandrels in the master bedroom, for a low privacy wall 

in the living room facing the street, for the western wall and for the bathroom walls. On the 

ground floor the glazing was siliconed to the steel glazing bars or to flanges welded to the I-

beams and columns. There are also joints where the glass was siliconed directly to the 

columns without any flanges. All internal walls are RHS frames lined with calcium silicate 

boards, which are similar to cement boards. 

Renderings and finishes: External finishes: Either horizontally or vertically fixed zinc-coated 

sheets, exposed and rendered concrete blocks, and glazing and metal gauge. 

Internal finishes: Master and children’s bedrooms (walls and ceilings), paint onto cement 

blocks, calcium silicate boards, and framed zinc-coated sheets. The flooring is made of 

plywood sheets on timber joists. Living room and utility area: Walls are a combination of 

transparent glazing, plastered concrete blocks and wall tiles. The floors are laid with ceramic 

tiles. External spaces have either concrete slabs or gravel for the percolation of water and for 

landscaping.

3.  Construction technology 

Simple steel technology was applied. Since the loading is relatively light, it was either 

screwed together with nuts and bolts or welded. The skill of the steel worker was quite 

remarkable. Everything was done in situ and so, understandably, the steel was not heavy. The 

fabrication and erection on site took a little over two weeks with three workers and without 

the use of a crane. The steel contractor was more familiar with larger and heavier steel 

components; this was an attempt on his part to try working on a smaller project. The other 

components of the building used standard traditional building methods. 

4.  Building services, site utilities 

Standard sewerage and piped water were supplied to the house. The electrical supply was 

only 10 amps. A single air-conditioning unit was installed in the master bedroom. There is 

insufficient supply for more electrical appliances. 
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D.  Origin of technology, materials, labour and professionals 

1.  Technology 

There was nothing extraordinary about the technology. Everything was built locally, using 

locally available technologies. However, an element of craftsmanship was involved in the 

construction of the steelwork. 

2. Materials 

Most of the materials were recycled and bought from second-hand stores. Only the zinc-

coated sheets and some non-essential materials were new. 

3.  Labour force 

All the labourers were Indonesian. 

4.  Professionals 

Architect: Ahmad Djuhara 

Main contractor: Mega Sarana 

Steelwork contractor: Liem They Hwa 

V.  Construction Schedule and Costs 

A.  History of project 

Design began     January 2001 

Design accepted by client   January 2001 

Construction commenced   9 March 2001 

Completion     30 June 2002 

B.  Total costs and main sources of financing 

The original budget projection of about IDR 30,000,000 rose to IDR 75,000,000.  

Most of the recycled and used materials for the house were acquired by the owner, assisted by 

the architect. They used local suppliers who dealt in recycled materials and components. 

(Most of these traders were from the Madurai group of Indonesians, who were traditionally 

seafarers.) 

Materials

Structural steel IDR 4,000,000 

Cement IDR 6,000,000 

Bricks / concrete blocks IDR 3,500,000 

Timber joists IDR 1,200,000 

Pressed zinc-coated sheets IDR 4,000,000 

Glass IDR 5,500,000 

Plywood sheets IDR 1,050,000 

Sand IDR 1,500,000 
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Ceramic tiles IDR 7,000,000 

Paint IDR   800,000 

Insulation IDR   400,000       

Total IDR 34,150,000

Labour

Steel fabrication and erection     IDR  8,000,000 

Main builder’s labour costs (three men for six months)  IDR 12,000,000 

Plumbing and electrical works and all external works  IDR 20,850,000 

Total        IDR 40,850,000

Total construction costs        IDR 75,000,000 

(Approximately USD 9,260) 

Materials supplied by the contractor: Cement, brick, plywood, sand, timber, fibreglass 

insulation

Materials sourced by the owner: Steel, glass, pressed zinc-coated sheets, plywood flooring, 

wall framing, tiles and other wall finishes, recycled sanitary fittings, equipment for the 

kitchen, paints and stains 

The project was financed by a loan from the bank, supplemented by the owner’s personal 

earnings / savings. 

C.  Comparative costs 

At that time IDR 1,200,000 per square metre was the cost of construction. 

D.  Qualitative analysis of costs  

Built area      6 x 6 metres = 36 square metres 

Over three levels    36 x 3 = 108 square metres 

Service area      6 square metres 

Total built area     114 square metres 

Construction cost: 75,000,000 / 114 = IDR 657,900 (USD 81) per square metre (at the current 

exchange rate of USD 1 = IDR 8,100). 

E.  Maintenance costs  

With an electricity supply of 10 amps, the power consumption cannot be very much. 

Although an air-conditioning unit was installed in the master bedroom, it is apparently hardly 

ever used. The constant electricity consumption would be for the small refrigerator in the 

kitchen and for the television. Occasionally the occupants use a free-standing fan. 
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F.  Ongoing costs 

Since the house was completed, no major maintenance work has been undertaken. The odd-

job man (the trisha-pedlar) looks to the standard upkeep of the house and garden. Most of the 

materials used should not require intensive maintenance. 

VI.  Technical Assessment 

A.  Functional assessment 

As a simple home, the Sugiharto House works well and meets the requirements of the owners. 

Planning is very modern, without any reference to the local style. Its function goes beyond 

that of a family home, in some sense providing a communal space through the openness of 

the ground floor. The neighbours have no such gathering space in their own houses. As a 

result, this house is used for religious activities, such as classes for adults and children, ladies’ 

lunchtime cook-ins, and local musicians' jamming-sessions in the back garden. 

This alien-looking structure has become a centre of activity for all the locals. This is the 

strongest aspect of the project. While the house next door was completed only recently and is 

known to all the neighbours, it is not accorded similar recognition. 

B.  Climatic performance 

Surprisingly, the house seems to be relatively efficient and comfortable considering the 

income group that it serves. At least one part of the building is cool at any one time of the day 

(this is probably why the neighbours come calling); there is plenty of natural light; natural 

ventilation from cross-winds is also plentiful (being higher than the neighbouring buildings, 

the house draws greater up-draughts because of the surface temperature difference), 

particularly on hot days; sun-control works surprisingly well thanks to the privacy screens 

and peek-holes created by shifting the walls off-line from the main thrust of the façade.  

Contrary to popular belief, many tropical countries do not suffer from insect problems in the 

way temperate countries do during the summer. There are no acoustic problems as the space 

is too small to create any echoes. 

The orientation of the house was improved when the neighbour on the eastern side erected a 

brick house, which acts as a very effective sunshade. It is often not until noon, when the sun 

is overhead, that the house is fully exposed to the sun. 

C.  Response to treatment of water and rainfall 

There is no problem with water run-off. In the tropics, it rains very heavily, but Mr Sugiharto 

had already looked into the issue of flooding, selecting a site that was sufficiently raised to 

minimize the risks. 
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D.  Environmental response 

There is little in the way of native plant life in this densely built area, but the inclusion of a 

garden with a small selection of plants is an asset to the immediate environment. 

E.  Choice of materials and level of technology 

The architect wanted to try something different. He opted for recycled materials that would be 

economical, and for simple technologies that have not been used before in Indonesia.  

1.  Response to and planning for emergency situations 

The only response to natural disasters was some provision against earthquakes. The pin joints 

in the steel frame would allow the building to sway a little without tumbling down. In view of 

the fact that the distance to the staircase is less than 6 metres on either of the upper floors, the 

threat of fire should not be a problem. However, the use of plywood may cause problems, 

especially on the stairs, which are the only means of escape from the upper floors. 

2.  Ageing and maintenance problems 

The house appears to be bearing up over the short period since it was completed. It is 

regularly cleaned and there is minor maintenance. 

3.  Design features 

The massing and volume of the spaces relate very well, both to the users within the house and 

to the street. The fact that the height of the surrounding buildings is controlled means a 

relationship with the topography and neighbouring structures is maintained.  

The best-integrated space is the ground level. The inside and outside areas work well 

individually while the visual connection from inside the living room to the back garden and 

the side setback is skilfully handled. This is achieved without loss of privacy at sitting level at 

the front of the house, thanks to the low wall. From an upright position, visual transparency is 

again established – an aspect of the design that was well thought out. 

4.  Impact of the project on the site 

The house has an integral parking area for the family car so it does not present additional 

vehicular problems on the street. 

5.  Durability and long-term viability of the project 

This project will influence other similar typologies for some time to come. It is already much 

talked about by those in the know. It has been featured in many publications both in Indonesia 

and Japan – this design is of particular interest to the Japanese. 

6.  Interior design and furnishing

Some of the furniture for the house was designed by the architect. It is adequate but not 

inspiring – this was not meant to be an expensive house. 



10

VII.  Users 

A.  User profile 

Besides the Sugiharto family, the neighbours, who are generally from the lower-income 

group, share some of the benefits of the house. 

B. User response 

1.  How do architectural professionals and cultural intelligentsia view the project? 

Many established architects have not heard of this project, but younger practitioners are 

excited about it. There appears to be a generation gap, with the younger architects striving to 

break away from traditional forms. These younger professionals seem to be highly influenced 

by the simplicity of Japanese architecture: could the Sugiharto House mark a new direction 

for the future of Indonesian architecture? 

2.  What is the popular reaction to the project? 

There is considerable enthusiasm among young architects for this building, who see it as 

representing a new direction in architecture and a distancing from the approach of the older 

members of the profession.  

The architect who designed the house belongs to a young architects’ group that regularly 

meets to review each other’s work and to discuss the direction of the profession. His work 

received a mixed reaction from his peers. However it spawned a steel-house design sponsored 

by a steel company in Indonesia. 

3.  What do neighbours and those in the vicinity think about the project? 

People in the immediate vicinity like the house. (Please note earlier comments.) 

VIII.  Project personnel 

Client: Sugiharto Djemani and his wife 

Architect: Ahmad Djuhara 

Main contractor: Mega Sarana 

His contribution was essential in making this project possible as he apparently enjoys a 

challenge. He took on the project for the very reason that it was novel and could be an 

instructive experience. He proved to be very cooperative in carrying out the building work; 

the fact that recycled materials were used would usually put off most contractors. 

Steel contractor: Liem They Hwa 

Like the main contractor, he also thought that it would be an interesting job. He had never 

worked on such a small project before, usually becoming involved with major schemes, but 

was very enthusiastic about the structure and the way it was built.  

Jimmy C.S. Lim 

May 2004  




















