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Preface

The commonly found stereotypical perspective of the “urban vernacular” relates it
to physical residuals and forms that are dense, built bottom-up, organic, rhizomic
and irregularly related to the particularities of diasporic- and migrant-settlement
village forms. This brings forth the conflicts and dichotomies inherent in the dis-
cussion of mapping “modern” dimensions of the vernacular. However, this book
intends to open up a wider narrative and converge different streams of thought,
perspectives and outcomes within the urban context and its contrasts. Linking these
to the very definition of “serendipity” which has been described as “discoveries,
by accidents and sagacity,” the urban vernacular becomes a framework towards a
new urbanism. Cities are naturally serendipity machines, and it is the juxtaposition
of the past and future that create spatial crucibles and experiences emcompassing
multiple sensations. These inherently causes a tumult and disturbances that natu-
rally increase the occurrence of interest and chance — as opposed to homogene-
ity. These are the chances of the unexpected and the surprising and the dynamic
emergence of the social dimension in cities — enabling continuous regeneration,
renewal and the revival of unsought connections of the urban network and the
populace. As cities are neither machines nor natural ecosystems, but “social reac-
tors” (Bettencourt, 2019), the context of such social dynamism occurs in the com-
pressed context of dense social networks together in space and time until they fuse
at the edges, producing new ideas and relationships. These are trends that earmark
the present century with the rise of Al and artificial networks — out of which has
emerged a critical juncture to examine more bottom-up and “organic” forms and
patterns, along with the urgency to develop policies, themes and guidelines which
differ from the past age of industrialisation.

Vernacular patterns and formations of the past are a constant inspiration to con-
servators, planners and designers alike. Yet these are challenging too, because these
models have neither been described with a common or universal nomenclature, nor
have they been structured in a framework through which common agreed princi-
ples can be discussed. The vernacular is not only tradition, forms and structures,
but patterns which may be buried under layers of development and sedimentation
or have been destroyed and fractured by past colonial powers, erasing most of the
patterns of indigenous urbanism in local regions. The threats and hazards continue
in the form of pressure of development and its mindless erasures of the indigenous
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formations and its transformation, resonating into hybrid spatial patterns and the
urban vernacular’ effects at different scales

The book is titled The Urban Vernacular in Southeast Asia: Settlement as
Serendipity as it posits that a return to the urban vernacular — a form of vernacular
which survives or emerges out of limits of urban conditions — is crucial to the rein-
stating of place identities at the heart of urban policy and framework. Settlement
is the origin of all things vernacular, therefore it is settlement that lies at the heart
of such frameworks. Thus, they must include conserving residuals and remnants
of the past. Asia progresses at a rapid rate, and there is a vortex of change so rapid
that the normal evolvement of thoughts and policy development from intellectuals
and policymakers cannot match the speed of change or catch up with it. In Asian
Ethical Urbanism, Lim (2005) stated, “the modernity of each society must evolve
within its own cultural environment.” Each place has different and diverse cultures
that can make them localised and globalised at the same time.

To unearth patterns and traits attributable to the locality, one must refocus on
the importance of understanding the seemingly disordered, self-organised forms
and organic patterns. The urban typological and the urban “morphological,” i.e.,
the underlying configurations that have survived or changed over time, must
be described and understood. Thus, this central theme runs across three major
domains: The first one, the city, has its original patterns and regeneration goals of
the urban realm, including reinstating the critical role of the village in the city. The
second is the architectural field, the past and present use of the vernacular armature
in urban types, i.e., how prototypes of tradition have been either termed as the
“urban vernacular” or the “critical vernacular” in order to seed new interpretations
and innovations. The third, is the urban vernacular as the container or instigator of
shared experiences on the ground and in the public domain. In guiding and address-
ing concerns and dichotomies of the search for modern forms, there is that constant
challenge and anxiety of resonating traditional identity — whether architectural,
morphological and cultural — yet being modern at the same time against the back-
drop and context of rapid development.

Rather than dividing the challenges into the usual architectural, planning and
cultural theory categories, the book seeks to integrate all three large topics into a
single volume. It begins with a characterisation of the self-organised layout and
morphology of surviving villages and more recent urban villages, aiming to estab-
lish discourse, shared principles and terminology around conventional tropes of the
“village” in the city. In Part 2, we move to architectural dimensions, capturing for-
mal cases of how the “vernacular” and the importance of re-examining the vernac-
ular in light of the ongoing need to produce a more sustainable and place-conscious
fit in modern architecture and urban planning. Thus, the vernacular is viewed as a
resource for generating new ideas and new forms of architecture and space. The
book then moves into Part 3, which highlights the more recent urban formations
and urban zones which are essentially layers of experiences and dynamic commu-
nities within the residuals of past settlements and which are currently the focus on
heritage policies such as the creative city and urban renewal. This includes tem-
porary structures such as markets and events, cultural programmes and museum
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environments as ways of delving into what constitutes a city’s soul. In each case,
the communal and historical physical pattern inscribed onto the urban landscape
in terms of tangible elements are referred to. Creative cities and hubs generally
include the convergences of old streets and the adaptive reuse of buildings into
centres of the “intangible” such as cultural creativity, market activities and leisure
experiences (Wong, 2016). Thus, this book aims to construct a number of dis-
courses, dialectics and analyses across the disciplines of urban form, architecture
and urban experiences — all under the rubric of urban vernacular. It is meant to
bridge the gap between practice and theory by reconstructing discourses and trends
in the era where a staggering percentage of the global population is drifting, mov-
ing, working and living in cities in an attempt to evoke a constant return to the
native, and the “local,” whether from an urbanite’s emotive and nostalgic perspec-
tive or out of concerns over the increasing erasure of local identities.

The book is an edited volume consisting of 19 chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the
reader to conceptual dimensions and nomenclature, as well as theoretical frame-
works which constitute the body of literature, discourse and scholarship in the past.
It attempts to sum up past definitions of the urban, including the critical vernacular
and the trends of serendipity in the city, while finally converging all these ideas in
a series of layers as a framework for structuring these facets of the same principle.
Chapter 2 by Nor Zalina Harun, Syahidah Amni Mohammed and Najihah Jaafar
begins the discourse on morphological studies of in-city village settlements in an
attempt to map common patterns and constitute an argument of how the surviving
past settlements adjacent and within the urban fringe of the city contribute to its
sustainable form. Using three particular heritage sites case studies, the notion of
organic planning and morphologies, and urban conservation, is discussed, particu-
larly in terms of how the conservation of such settlements adds to the sustainable
agenda of cities. In Chapter 3, Widya Fransiska brings the reader to the ancient
river-based morphologies of Southeast Asia through mapping and analysis of river-
side indigenous settlements at Palembang, Indonesia, where morphologies of past
river-based communities play a significant role in evoking and preserving the iden-
tity and economy of the region. In Chapter 4, Ira et al. continue the broad theories
of river-based morphology and vernacular architecture in Borneo. In Chapter 5,
Agung Raden draws attention to the surviving yet vibrant urban villages in both the
historic cores of Indonesia and Malaysia by comparing Kota Gede and Kampung
Bahru, Kuala Lumpur, a remnant of British colonial planning which thrives as
a Malay vernacular enclave. Agung compares similar activities and strengths of
both villages. Chapters 6 focus on contributions from Hanoi, Vietnam, where the
urban village is discussed against its contributions to identity, street life and cul-
tural place-making. Chapter 7 attempts to delineate and define the public realm as
combining the present historic core and public pathways as a continuum linking
the spatial experience of historic core and urban pathways and historic streetscapes.
Chapter 8 discusses a theoretical framework by Nor Zalina Harun, in which walk-
ability is seen as an index that arises from the vernacular settlement patterns but
can be extended to ensure the ustainability of cities by measuring the attributes of
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in-city villages as a matrix of both the vernacular and the sustainable — within a
combined matrix of assessing any development.

Part 2 of the book opens with Chapter 9, in which The urban vernacular begins
t o explore its dimensions in evolving the armature of urban design and architec-
ture where the extensions of the verandah is again brought to focus by Ken Yeang
with a refreshing perspective. He posits visions of the tropical city, interpreted as
permutations and articulations of the “verandah.” By reframing his treatises in
the tropical verandah city, he refreshes a much-needed vision of the tropical city.
Chapter 10 continues the maping and enriching the discussion of the urban village
in Vietnam in terms of vibrant urban villages as crucibles that transform and ger-
minate, linking the idea of the pattern and the vernacular to an experiential format
of urban serendipity. In Chapter 11, Khalilah Zakariyya and Nor Zalina Harun
argue that despite its disorderly form, it is the market — be it permanent, temporary,
or street-based — that adds vibrancy to the city. These assemblage types generally
have different and diverse cultures, among them localised and glo balised identities
at the same time. They are a convergence of vernacular and serendipity: standard-
ised designs and forms may make the market appear to be more “proper” visually,
yet it is their organic and spontaneous character that is crucial. Among the qualities
of temporary market stalls are mobility, adjustability, light weight — since they are
mobile — climatic suitability in rain or shine, durable material, robustness, visual
access to the products and activities of the vendors, modest scale, efficient and
optimum use of space: the authors look afresh at what makes a market vernacular.
In chapter 12, Samayro Saif and Shamzani Affendy again revisit the cities where
the urban-renewal zones become the hubs of creativity and highlight the link with
urban regeneration, vernacular heritage and structures. In Chapter 13, the urban
vernacular is examined in the form of temporary event programming, such as the
Gallery Weekend, which epitomises creativity as a hub in Kuala Lumpur. This
includes a “virtual trail” of arts events within urban renewal zones as discussed by
Shalini Ganendra, a renowned cultural connoisseur in Southeast Asian artistic pro-
gramming. She crucially highlights how the Malaysian GWKL (Gallery Weekend
Kuala Lumpur) programming creates a virtual experience of the urban vernacular,
integrating social-media methods of dissemination and the public responses to it
rather than physical structures. Her chapter also discusses how the village craft is
infused within the experience of an annual gallery trail and how the experience
of the vernacular is weaved within the city-based trail. In Chapter 14, Supitcha
Vitrivich highlights the conflation between urban vernacular and participatory
place-making that puts Thailand under the microscope, as the article examines the
practical application of urban vernacular phenomena as a form of serendipity. The
discussion is based on a series of participatory place-making projects conducted in
the city of Bangkok by the author. By utilising these projects as case studies, the
author aims to explore the role of urban vernacular in promoting unplanned, spon
taneous interactions that enrich the urban environment.

In Part 3, the focus shifts to architecural dimensions .and interpretations. In
Chapter 15, Tengku Anis Qarihah and Raj Busmentav reflect upon and anatomise
an architectural archetype of the urban vernacular in Malaysia, Indonesia and the
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Philippines, including its morphological and climatic credentials, and, amongst
other outcomes, present a mapping of the varied but universal identities of the
refined style of aristocratic architecture. As a cauldron of the classical yet urbanis-
ing vernacular, it is rich and vibrant both architecturally and spatially. In Chapter
16, Azaiddy Abdullah, a professional architect and urban designer, continues the
debate on critical regionalism and what this entails in terms of form and detail, the
thread of merging theory and practice, in reverting and using the vernacular as con-
sistent tropes for urban architecture and public design, shared from his past projects
including flows and thought processes in the designs. In Chapter 17, Shireen Jahn
Kassim delves into the multiple interpretations in form and architectural morphol-
ogy of the high-rise typology, which is linked to the clash of climate and culture
in an oscillation and tension between the two poles of design. Under the micro-
scope, the variations and “oscillations” of form are related to tensions in its context.
The designs of Ken Yeang throughout his 40-year career began with the critical
vernacular and peaked with the ecological high-rise. Yeang has been a champion
of ecologising the high-rise form within the trope of climate and culture, having
evolved his ideas into ecology and sustainability. The author highlights the notion
of oscillations and tensions in his design processes and what factors drove the
design and synthesised it, where the tensions are at their highest, which gives rise
to award-winning designs. In Chapter 18, Norwina et al. bring the focus back on
how the trope of the Nusantara Masjid archetype is used as a trope in the design of
the modern mosque.

Blending conceptual chapters with theoretically directed case studies from all
over the world, this book includes issues such as localised and site-specific devel-
opment strategies. The cultural knowledge embedded in the “urban vernacular”
or “urban heritage” offers culturally specific approaches that can promote urban
participation, facilitate wealth creation and deliver specific urban rights to urbanis-
ing populations. For the first time, morphological, critical-theory and educational
dimensions and perspectives will be brought together in one book. The trope of
the urban vernacular highlights that there are underlying patterns that create an
additive model and experience of the city, combining elements that may be small-
scale and localised tropes and practices. However, they create a continuum with the
potential to transform the city and urban life into a highly sustainable entity that
combines nature and development, reconciling man and nature and highlighting
the critical role of heritage cities in the quest and agenda for future sustainability.

Nor Zalina Harun and
Shireen Jahn Kassim
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1 The Urban Vernacular of Southeast Asia

Reviewing Morphological and Typological
Dimensions

Shireen Jahn Kassim and Nor Zalina Harun

1.1 Introduction

The “urban vernacular” has been subject to a diversity of definitions, dimensions
and frameworks in contemporary discourses, ranging from “self-built settlements,”
to “informal forms™ in rapidly growing cities, to “specific built forms arising from”
everyday urban life, ultimately affecting place-based identities shaped by varied eve-
ryday practices, collective experiences and forces.” In the context of Asia in general,
and South East Asia, in particular, this term has been linked to broad concepts and
subjects to multifaceted discourses revolving around the “urban village,” the “herit-
age enclave”; and other forms within the framework of informal urban phenomena
and practice. The term “urban vernacular,” revolving around the general meaning of
the “unplanned” or the “anti-archetype” generally refers to built forms and urban pat-
terns that have developed organically in urban environments over time, and generally
which have “collage-like architecture attributes and intimate spaces, emblematic of
informal settlements. Mottelson and Prahm (2021) have observed the rise of this
phenomenon as an indispensable characteristic of developments and cities in Africa,
Asia and the Global South. Sajib (2016) aptly observes that, in the particular context
of urban Asia, it can be normally nuanced as a form of “shifiing architecture” or
widely defined as “a highly fluid situation of change” which can be morphologi-
cally described as “an organic growth acting as the realm of the marginal,” which
is “capable of spontaneously generating order, and actively organising itself.” It
implies self-organisation patterns and has been described as “a new self-defining and
self-forming phenomenon” arising from frameworks and particularities related to
moving from the additive to the formative, from cells to a larger whole. Narrated as
a worldwide phenomenon, the urban vernacular was generally linked to a bottom-up
phenomenon rather than forms being imposed from the top-down. Askarov (2014)
defines this pattern more specifically, observing the “urban vernacular” as “modest
cells weaving the unique urban fabric, the main container of the urban vernacular.”

Departing from these multi-dimensional yet broad notions of the urban ver-
nacular, one can articulate the fields of theory and practice through which this term
can be brought into focus. Roy (1988) attempted to weave these theories of the
“urban vernacular” by ruminating on its significance within the urban landscape,
i.e., that universally, and broadly, it represents a value proposition: “the notion of fit
between locale and urban-building form.” Additionally, he proposed how, initially,
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and first and foremost, “the urban vernacular” must be conceptualised principally
and predicated upon, the universal notion of a “shared sensibility” arising from
the innate knowledge and abilities of the local populace. Thus, in observing that,
“In the search of this elusive and somewhat nebulous sensibility, a redefinition of
the word ‘vernacular’ has been broached and developed as the pivotal theoretical
construct,” he voiced perennial challenges faced in the aftermath of Covid. Roy
further wrote that “Consequently, the conception of a contemporary urban ver-
nacular has formed a daunting preoccupation, and this has been further expanded
to include the delineation of urban ‘types’ which evolve, mature, and differentiate,
influenced greatly by the processes of control and change.”

Forms shape cityscapes, and these are essentially either top-down or bottom-up
and thus flow from both planned and unplanned constructs and conceptions. Those
that grow from the bottom-up seem to stand in opposition and resistance to those
that reflect “top-down” patterns which have, to some extent, been inscribed onto
the natural landscape and which are in opposition to the “top-down” approaches
which generally have been responsible for effacing traces of the region’s history.
The imposition of form and function in the top-down approach seems to have been
unrelated to topography and culture of the place. Southeast Asian urban centres
which had begun with the seeds of village settlements which undergo unification
and combinations and, as they evolve, the production of cultural and urban forms
absorb and mutate rhizomic influences that meld and metamorphise these forms
into a more syncretic blend of old and new, of internal and “external” cultures,
into a constructed entity and self-organising vortex of alterations, reconstitution
and reconstruction, seem to have been altered beyond recognition as the forces of
development encroach onto the existing landscape. Looking at this more closely,
each city that embodies its successive histories in terms of present and residual
forms has evolved in opposition to the existing geographies in which the local pop-
ulations live. In a nutshell, the region embodies a collective representative of the
forces and cultures that fall layer upon layer and the successive cultures and poli-
ties further building upon it, and the tidal rise of globalisation, spatially, physically,
typologically and constantly effaces the traces of the native, the indigenous and the
“other.” The urban vernacular is thus an entity and phenomenon that is critical in
playing and affecting the role of embodying, inscribing and sustaining the heterog-
enous history of a place. As Galan et al. (2020) summates: the vernacular becomes
a way of action, collaborative governance and a method of place-making.

1.2 The Expanded Frameworks: The Urban Vernacular as the Urban
Village

Widening the framework of the “urban vernacular,” the term itself is first and fore-
most primarily linked and generally expanded into the realm of urban theory and
practice by linking to the rising phenomena of rural to urban migration, diasporic set-
tlements and residual of communities ensconced within rapid development, giving
rise to the phenomena of the urban village. It is thus universally used in conjunction
with patterns of urban residential typologies that embody the notion of the “resistive”
and the “localised.” The urban vernacular is, in another perspective, the underlying
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resistive force within the forces of economic determinism, capitalistic development
and modernisation, represented by the underlying village-like communities champi-
oning of the “local” and the “localised,” here defined as a perspective or positioning
from an urbanite’s viewpoint, which arises from the need to resist and to react. The
characteristics of the village and its quaint and indigenous forms have been linked
to the urban vernacular in terms of forms which are transposed to the urban context
and which have become ensconced in the dense grain of the rapid development of
cities and towns. The vernacular becomes a root and a framework that is a resistance
and a stabilising frame against the velocity and ferocity of urban change. Thus, the
roots of such resistive forces and concepts have become underscored with the roots
of traditions and working families as they resist the encroaching, and thus these
become intertwined with the converging definitions of serendipity, i.e., the experi-
ence of serendipity that is of pleasant and unexpected urban experiences within the
concretisation of the city. This refers to the outcome of such urbanism — the “pleas-
ant” surprises and encounters necessary to survive the austere, routine-driven and
concrete bareness of urban environment, urban working and living.

Scott Hawken (2017) has rightly used the same term in the study of the phe-
nomenon of the urban village in Asia. Miao (2016) used the “vernacular urban”
to characterise resultant “urban villages,” representing “unplanned” phenomena
which present a stark contrast with the orderly and heavily designed urban fab-
ric. Wang (2020) observed uncovers of “at least three different interpretations of
urban village exist in the literature: ethnic enclaves in American metropolises, new
models of community development in the Anglosphere, and informal settlements
within the rapidly expanding metropolises in the Global South.” Elaine Kwong
(2020), in her Harvard Master’s thesis, terms the urban village in China as the new
“urban vernacular,” using the term “Village Autonomy” to highlight the:

Intricate layers that exist historically, socially, economically, and spatially
which can only be unveiled if one maps a social geography built incremen-
tally over time.

It is, as she points out, a “collective form focusing on the evolution of the vernacu-
lar building types and their part-to-part relationships that respond to elements of
interconnection in everyday life” and so:

Urban villages are in a constant transitory state, continuously regenerating
by addition and revision of parts in an open-ended collective entity.

Elaine Kwong (2020) points out:
Collective form focuses on the evolution of the vernacular building types
and their part-to-part relationships that respond to elements of intercon-
nection in everyday life [and so,] [u]rban villages are in a constant transi-
tory state, continuously regenerating by addition and revision of parts in an
open-ended collective entity.

Kwong (2020) similarly relates the urban vernacular to “social geography that
is built incrementally over time and sustained through the autonomy of kinship
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dynamics.” Drawing on urban theory and highly specific local fieldwork, she
nuances the reading of this collective form, focusing on the evolution of the ver-
nacular building types and their part-to-part relationships that respond to the inter-
connection of everyday life. Urban villages are described as constantly “being in
a transitory state, continuously regenerating by addition and revision of parts to
form a truly evolving and open-ended collective entity.” Thus, such urban villages
are under constant threat of demolition and redevelopment, particularly in coali-
tion with developers, resulting in projects rooted only in a financial rationale. The
varied notions of the “urban vernacular” further encompass multiple dimensions in
terms of typologies, encompassing the survival of rural enclaves amidst the pres-
sure of urban expansions, to the notions of “kampung” as urban villages surviv-
ing within a burgeoning metropolis. Achmadi and Jossey (2020) expand a new
dimension to the term “kampung” in urban Indonesia: “Kampung is a historical
form of vernacular urbanism in Indonesia ... it plays a crucial role in absorbing
rural — urban migration” and “theorises it as a form of subaltern cosmopolitanism
... a bottom-up urbanism with subnational and transnational professional design
networks on the fringe of Indonesia’s urbanity.”

1.3 The Urban Vernacular: The Public Realm

The public realm, encompassing public spaces, streets and in-between spaces, is
the antithesis of the private. The narrative of the urban vernacular has encompassed
the “indigenous” in that it conflates the theories of public spaces with local his-
tories and in terms of linking both history and the urban landscape with the local
development of public spaces in the urban context (Didehban et al., 2021) in the
term has been used consistently to describe indigenous layers of the growing city
in Asia, in relation to the historic core, while Halder (2020) term this as “ver-
nacular urbanism,” where the public realm — which has become a challenge in
developing cities — seek to create meaningful public places by understanding the
roles of vernacular architecture in present urban life — combining the aspects of the
urban fabric, public perception and specific architectural style. In this respect, the
framework of the “urban vernacular” as discussed in the context of Hong Kong
involved, among others, a typology which Christ and Tieben (2020) have investi-
gated in terms of its value in placemaking is the interstitial space of the laneways
and alleyways in cities, i.e., the old alley and lane/laneway spaces. According to
them, the conservation of such urban vernacular type forms will allow residents to
reclaim their fundamental and democratic right — and resist these from being erased
and destroyed. They state “these hold in common ‘to make and remake [their] cit-
ies and [them]selves’” (Harvey, 2008, p. 23). Heide Imai and Marie Gibert-Flutre
similarly expressed and explored the transformation of what they call “vernacular
urban alleyways,” arguing for changing urban forms to be approached through
spatial, social and cultural dimensions, and through the nuances and sequences that
unfold between marginalisation, reappropriation and reinvention processes. They
also attempted to show the relevance of understanding place as a social construct
shaped by everyday practices and by “inside” and “outside” (global) forces, point-
ing out how the lack of a thorough articulation of this notion, and its theoretical



