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A quest for identity implies that discernible charac
teristics have not emerged; yet such a search has to be 
defined The definition may take into account a pre
ference for an identity for the region as a whole, or for 
each South East Asian nation to have its own identity. 
If it is to be the former, from the outset, it should be 
emphasised that the search should be based on a 
common denominator or a set of such denominators. 
Do such common factors already exist, if so, what are 
they? Likewise, if these denominators do not already 
exist, would all South East Asian nations agree to 
compromise in formulating "a manual".! On the 
other hand, if each South East Asian nation is to 
define its own national expression, a homogeneity is 
unlikely to emerge Having put forth succinctly the 
nature of the problem, I shall outline earlier South 
East Asian architectural types as a historical frame
work to the proposed search. An examination of fac
tors contributing to foreign influences in the region's 
architecture would indicate why and how some of its 
architectural styles came into being. Hopefully such 
an overview would help give direction to the identity 
or identities searched for. 

While it may appear too simplistic to categorise 
the built form into religious and ethnic, it is in fact this 
very categorisation which immediately provides that 
set of discernible, or even obvious, characteristics 
known as identity With this classification as a metho
dology, the delineation to follow attempts to show 
that identities evolve along religious and/or ethnic 
lines In the ultimate "full evolution" so to say, one 
category, religious or ethnic, would efface the other 
This happens when religion cuts across ethnic identity 
or when an ethnic form is used to represent a religious 
building A third, but rare case is when a former reli
gious form persists in structures of a later religion. 

The sophisticated systems of Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Islam and Christianity were introduced into South 
East Asia more or less in that order. The actual 
process of assimilation, or "acculturation" as some 
would have it, is usually appropriation of the new 
forms as a new and/or additional identity to the basic 
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Lora Jonggrang, Prambanan, Central Java, 
end 10th century, architectwe depicted on bas-relief of 
Brahma temple of the Hindu temple complex 

ethnic one Within the process of appropriation, indi
genous animism coexists with the new religions Such 
a process of assimilation implies a willing partici
pation on the part of the recipient of the new religion 
Sometimes, the introduction of new forms is a straight 
forward imposition, especially of military conquests 

One of the architectural traditions of South East Asia, 
therefore, is religious structures of Hinduism, Budd
hism, Islam and Christianity. Examples of the Hindu
Buddhist2 era are Buddhist Borobudur (Central Java, 
early 9th century), Hindu Lara Jonggrang/Pram
banan (Central Java, end 10th century), Buddhist 
Pagan (Upper Burma, II th century), Buddhist Ang
kor (Kambuja 12th century), Buddhist Sukhothai 
(Central Thailand 13th century), Buddhist Ayudhya 
(South Central Thailand 14th century) and 
Hinduistic-Buddhistic Majapahit (East Java 14th 
century). Tiered-roof mosques of Indonesia, the 
Malay Peninsular and Peninsular Thailand ranging 
roughly from 16th to early 19th century, are an earlier 
Islamic architectural tradition in insular South East 
Asia Catholic churches of northern Philippines are 
yet another identity of that part of the region. (See 
appendix for further synoptic tabulation of the 



regions's cultural history.) All these religious 
buildings were "national expressions" in that they 
were implemented by the State Whether the intention 
was to give each of the respective states its identity is 
debatable 

The cultural heritage of South East Asia, therefore, 
includes an era of Hindu-Buddhist movement 
around 7th to 14th century for the whole region. This 
period gave way to Islam from the 15th century in the 
insular portion, while mainland South East Asia has 
continued building Buddhist edifices till today An 
exception to this broad outline is the Christian iden
tity in northern Philippines. The religious buildings 
of ancient cities were erected by kings, princes and 
religious leaders, that is, the ruling elite of the time. 
How far these implementations permeated down to 
the village level is beyond the scope of this paper 

What came from India was temple architecture 
and in all that vast literature by the Dutch and 
French are meticulous studies of how "local genius" 
transformed Hindu and Buddhist architecture from 
India into Burmese, Thai, Cambodian, Malaysian, 
Cam3 , Sumatran, Javanese and Balinese styles The 
Islamic influence in insular South East Asia in his
torical times is the rare case referred to earlier. This 
consists of the tiered roofed mosques and other early 
Islamic antiquities of Indonesia, especially along the 
north coast of Central and East Java where previous 
apparently Hindu-Buddhist type of religious towers 
persisted in the form ofthese mosques. For a mosque 
form it is unique in that it does not have a minaret, 
while each mosque has a surambi (audience hall) and 
hence has a distinctive identity 

The Hindu-Buddhist temples and mosques of 
earlier South East Asia, on the whole can be con
sidered as South East Asian innovations. They do not 
really resemble temples and mosques in South Asia 
(India) and West Asia. Chinese temples, churches, 
contemporary mosques of insular South East Asia 
including South Philippines and Indian temples are 
not different from their counterparts in China, 
Europe, West and South Asia With this observation, 
one can even assert that South East Asians seemed to 
be more creative in earlier times. 

Two main factors of foreign influences in South 
East Asia are universal ones, viz, commercial 
interests and missionary activities On the whole, the 
latter cause in historical times appears to be an off
shoot of the former until 18th/19th century organised 
Christian missions per se beginning with the Jesuits 
These Christian missionaries, however, did not pene
trate the court level and so have not reached state level 
in present times The exception again is Northern 
Philippines where it was not a case of missionary act
ivities per se but a straightforward conquest even 
though in the ultimate analysis the imposition was 
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because of trade. While Hinduism, Buddhism and 
Islam did not reach state stature in historical times 
and were manifested in built forms, there were no 
organised religious missions comparable to the 
Christian ones The initial influx of Indians, Chinese 
and Arabs (and Persians) was because of trade and 
accompanying religious buildings developed from the 
sojourners and settlers, some of whom influenced the 
court, while others the mercantile class. 

The chronology of Indian, Chinese and Arabic 
influences in South East Asia are logical historical 
events in view of proximity and mode of travel in 
earlier times. While commercial interest was, and is 
still the main impetus of the activities of people who 
disseminate their ideas and values, other less obvious 
reasons are also incentives for these movements Poli
tical, economic and social situations in countries of 
origin of influences are more elusive than the presence 
of influences themselves in South East Asia. For 
example, it could very well be that the Buddhist move
ment into South East Asia was a reaction to the caste 
system in India It was mostly the 'Vaishyas' (the mer
cantile class) who embraced the Buddhist religion, 
and seeking their fortunes abroad, brought the reli
gion to South East Asia. Hinduism did not come into 
South East Asia as an organised force; there is not 
really a Hindu clergy as such, and each Hindu house
holder is his own priest. State Hindu temples were the 
personal expressions of the particular rulers who 
claimed certain deities as their being incarnations of, 
and hence have a different tenor from the Buddhist or 
Islamic monuments built by the state and "given" to 
the populace. Similarly, the movement of Chinese 
into South East Asia is more than the usual commer
cial activities Imperial China of warlords, not unlike 
the Kshatriyas of India, did not on the whole tolerate 
"competition" from the mercantile entrepreneurs 
who then sought their fortunes abroad. One may ask, 
if those warlords of China caused movements, why 
did not Japanese warlords also cause such emigra
tions? Japan's isolation in historical times was further 
state-sanctioned by the Tokugawa's policy of deliber
ate total isolation (Tokugawa Shogunate A.D 1603-
1968). Later influxes of Indians and Chinese into 
especially Malaysia were British colonial policies. 

The trade sought after by Western nations in his
torical times was the "exotic" produce of South East 
Asia. The region began to participate actively in the 
international trade of the time after the overland 
caravan route (the Silk Route) was disturbed around 
the 3rd century A D South East Asian and Chinese 
goods were then channelled via the sea route with 
India as the sojourning sector. Of the exotic products 
supplied by South East Asia, spices played an impor
tant role. It was in the quest for spices that navigators 
like Vasco de Gama, Prince Henry the Navigator and 
Sir Francis Drake sailed across unknown seas It was 
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mainly for this lucrative Spice Trade that Portuguese, 
Dutch, French and British East India Companies 
based in India, looked East. The "East Indies" 
became the focus, especially after the 16th century 
discovery of the Cape route to India. 

It may well be that substantial Islamic influences 
stemmed from insular South East Asia being drawn 
into the Spice Trade using maritime routes which did 
not include mainland South East Asia. Earlier pre 
16th century Islamic influences were isolated pockets 
in the region which incidentally have not left us their 
architecture. The earliest existing mosque in insular 
South East Asia is that ofDemak (north coast Central 
Java), although Islam was in existence earlier in 
Sumatra than Java. This situation may be either 
because before the 16th century, Arab influence was 
from visitors and sojourners, not settlers, or because 

Demak mosque. north coast of Central Java. east of 
Semarang. 
In front of the tiered thatched roof mosque is a surambi 
(audience hall) which is traditionally believed to have 
been (dismantled and) carriedfrom Majapahit. the last 
Hindu-Buddhist Kingdom The metal minaret is a lalel 
addition while the mosque itself is probably 17th century 
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early mosques were constructed of perishable materi
als. Judging from the thatched tiered-roofs of later 
17th/18th century ones in Indonesia, the latter reason 
seems more probable because 18th/19th century ones 
retain the form in tiled roofs 

It may not be too obvious to remind ourselves of the 
diversity of South East Asia. This wide spectrum, as 
already shown in religion, is also in ethnicity.1t would 
seem that to cut across the various religions to achieve 
an identity, that is a homogeneity, is indeed a formid
able task. The alternative is to tackle the ethnic factor 
which may be equally difficult. Yet, I believe that, in 
spite of the many varied cultures, there is an under
lying "South East Asianness" which could be defined 
as a common denominator for the region. This 
"South East Asianness", however, is inevitably and 
logically, at the peasant level. 

Malacca. Tranquerah mosque with tiled tiered pyramid 
roofs following earlier thatched ones 

Besakih. Bali. 
In this mountain sanctuary complex. the main one on the 
island. are various forms of tiered and tiered-roof religious 
towers. The number of tiers seem to be governed by 
sumptuary rules according to the status of gods and 
humans who occupy the structures 



Search for Identity 

Pura Taman Ayun, Mengui, Bali 
In the temple complex is this thatched two-tier roof cock- pit, cockfighting, which may still be a religious celemony 
in some places, is now reduced to a mundane SpOlt 

Bali, shlines in house compound 
Thatched (tiered) roofs crOWIl wooden structures on stilts, the whole shrine is furthel raised on a high masonry base 
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Mandalay, Burma 
The Shwe Nan Daw monastery, entirely of timber, dating to around mid-19th century 

Amarapura, Burma 
This historical and archaeological site was a capital of 
Burma in the late 18th early 19th century 
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Taunggyi, BUlma 
Timbel building in Taunggyi, a hill resort 
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Northern Thai architectural tradition represented in The Ancient City in Bangkok 

Thai timber structure supported by massive masonry 
pillms 
Ancient City, Bangkok. 

"Telescopic" roof form in Thailand 
Ancient City, Bangkok 

NO/thelll Thai style displayed in The Ancient City, 
Bangkok 
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Seremban museum, Negri Sembi/an, Malay Peninsula, a traditional timber structure on stilts 

In the category of ethnic houses, factors influencing 
their designs are obviously climatic and animistic 
beliefs The one all pervading feature of peasant or 
tribal houseform in South East Asia is the stilts on 
which the house stands. This characteristic would 
seem to be due to climatic constraints; even earlier 
religious structures which appear to be built directly 
on the ground are almost always with a base, and 
some of these are quite high. It is not being suggested 
that the whole region should build pile houses even 
in its cities to obtain that identity searched for It is 
not inconceivable, however, to apply the idea ofliving 
quarters being above the ground to urban areas to 
echo the village. On the whole, South East Asian 
feudal level houses, even in the cities, do retain this 
pile house characteristic 

In concluding this discussion of architectural types 
which I have categorised into religious and ethnic as 
a methodology for their delineation, a final observa
tion is that an ultimate evolution appears when the 
two' categories merge. This is when an ethnic form 
becomes a religious form, and vice versa. The former 
merger is more usual An example is the fully evolved 
Chinese aristocratic, if not imperial house form of a 
roof with extended upturned eaves as being also the 
form of the Chinese temple. The factor governing 
such a merger is a universal one, especially in his
torical times. This is the "god-king" concept, and 
South East Asia is no exception. A survey of palaces 
would show that most of them are reminiscent of 
religious buildings and vice versa. 
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Seremban museum, Negri Sembilan, Malay Peninsula 

Candi Sewu, Central Java, 
Bas-reliefs on the Buddhist monument include many 
elements of less monumental houses, ego a house on piles 
which are shown here reduced to masonry stumps 



Towards an identity suggests the building up of a 
tradition, and the concept of tradition implies a 
substantial time span. Take for example the inevitable 
high-rise of intensive urbanisation. These sky scrapers 
can be directed to purposefully developing an identity 
by, say, a recurring theme or design. Alternatively, if 
free enterprise is encouraged so that no apparent com
mon theme occurs, one can in fact simply resort to 
an "instant identity" of the Statue of Liberty type -
and even for the region, choose a "pan-South East 
Asian" symbol to pronounce an identity analogous to 
a logo - such a short-cut is not inconceivable; but is 
it desirable? This short-cut, on the other hand, need 
not be viewed as an unaesthetic feature of incongruity 
Positively, it leaves the way open for totally new 
directions, be they to include international styles. 

However that may be, if the desire is to form a link 
with past traditions, then a historical framework is 
necessary. Practitioners of the built environment may 
wish to draw from the past as a guide. Yet, a call to 
look back at the past need not be misconstrued as 
hampering individual creativity. A living tradition is 
often manifested in new forms of old concepts 

Notes 

Treatises on architecture do exist, viz for India 
and China, while sets of building "rules" can be 
culled from South East Asian literary sources and 
other forms of visual art. 

2 Buddhism appropriated many elements from 
Hinduism, even before being exported to South 
East Asia where the "synthesism" of the two 
systems is even more apparent. 

3. That is, of Campa, which roughly corresponds 
with present day central Vietnam and which 
existed as a South East Asian state till around the 
14th century, when it was assimilated into present 
Vietnam. 

All photographs courtesy of Khoo Joo Ee 
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Appendix 

A synopsis of South East Asian cultural history 

c. 500 B C. - DONGSON bronze-iron age 
characterised by bronze drums some 
of which have illustrations of houses 

c. 2nd-5th C - Hinduistic states of FU-NAN in 
lower Mekhong and LIN-YI around 
Hue 

c 1st-10th c.- N Vietnam controlled by China. 

c 6th-7th C - Fu-nan fell to KHMERS/ 
KAMBUJAS 

- Buddhist MONS in Menam and 
Lower Burma 

c. 8th-9th C - foundation Pagan by Burmese and 
Angkor by Khmers. 

- Hinduistic West Java (DIENG 
Plateau). 

- Buddhist SAILENDRA of Central 
Java. 

- Buddhist mantlme centres at 
PALEMBANG, BANGKA (west 
Borneo), Nakhon Sri Thammarat 
(Kra Isthmus) = the so-called 
Srivijaya. 

c. 10th C. -- Hindu-Buddhist MATARAM of 
East Java 

- N. Vietnam press south against 
CAMPA (Lin-yi). 

c 11 th C. - PAGAN at height, into Irrawaddy 
delta and overcame Mons 

- Consolidated East Java by Air
langga 

c. 12th C. - ANGKOR 
- Srivijaya superceded by MALA YU 

kingdom @ JAMBI 

13th C. - MONGOL conquests whole of Asia 
- SUKHOTHAI central Thailand. 

14th C 

15th C 

16th C 

17th C 

18th C. 

19th C 

- Islam in north Sumatra. 

- MAJAPAHIT, east Java and 
A YUDHY A central-south Thai
land 

- VIETNAMESE assimilate Cams. 

-MALACCA 
- Vietnamese and Thai extended 

south. 

- Spaniards in Philippines, 1511 
Malacca fell to Portuguese; Bang
kok 1540. 

- Dutch in Java; 1641 Dutch took 
Malacca. 

- French in "Indochina". 

- British in Burma and ~alaya. 
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