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Abstract: Adaptive reuse is a sustainable conservation strategy that preserves the cultural and historical 

significance of traditional buildings while accommodating contemporary functions. This study focuses on the 

adaptive reuse of the Tok Abu Bakar Alang Ketak (TABAK) house, a traditional Malay dwelling located in Bota, 

Perak, Malaysia. The TABAK house, an important example of Malay vernacular architecture, reflects cultural 

values, environmental responsibility, and heritage conservation. However, like many heritage structures, it faces 

challenges of obsolescence and potential neglect due to changing social and economic conditions. To address 

these challenges, it is essential to explore the issues of adapting traditional Malay houses for modern functions. 

Through single case study, this research investigates how adaptive reuse can breathe new life into the TABAK 

house while maintaining its architectural integrity and historical significance. The study examines the successful 

of house’s transformation from a residence into a multifunctional space, including a gallery, research center, 

community hub, academic facility, and venue for cultural competitions. The findings demonstrate that, when 

executed with sensitivity, adaptive reuse can effectively preserve the core elements of traditional Malay 

architecture while integrating modern uses that ensure the building’s continued relevance and sustainability. 

This research contributes to the growing body of knowledge on sustainable heritage conservation and provides 

valuable insights for future efforts in adapting traditional Malay houses to meet contemporary functions and 

needs. 

 

Keywords: Adaptive Reuse, Traditional Malay Houses, Modern Functions, Case Study, TABAK 

 

INTRODUCTION  
The preservation of cultural heritage has gained significant attention in architectural 

conservation practices, particularly in the face of rapid urbanization and modernization. 

https://expert.uitm.edu.my/profile.php?id=qQf2qnHBD3ItmBVsFtj2XFnBFJrxWFfautbh9PIzlOw=
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Traditional buildings are often at risk of obsolescence or demolition due to evolving social, 

economic, and technological factors. Adaptive reuse offers a sustainable solution by 

integrating modern functions into heritage buildings while preserving their historical and 

cultural significance (Kayhan Tunalı & Güneş, 2024). This approach not only extends the 

lifespan of such structures but also revitalizes them for contemporary use, fostering a deeper 

connection between the past and present (Alauddin et al, 2022). In Malaysia, traditional Malay 

houses are key examples of vernacular architecture, reflecting the cultural, social, and 

environmental values of the Malay community. These houses, characterized by elevated 

wooden structures, intricate craftsmanship, and climate-responsive designs, represent an 

important part of the nation's cultural heritage. However, many of these structures face the 

threat of neglect or irrelevance as societal needs and expectations evolve. In this context, 

adaptive reuse emerges as a potential strategy to balance heritage conservation with modern 

functionality. This study focuses on the Tok Abu Bakar Alang Ketak (TABAK) house, a prominent 

example of traditional Malay architecture located in Bota, Perak. Originally designed as a 

typical Malay dwelling, the TABAK house has undergone significant changes to accommodate 

contemporary needs. It now functions as a gallery, research center, community hub, and 

venue for cultural competitions, while still retaining its architectural and historical essence. 

This case study aims to explore how adaptive reuse can effectively promote the cultural 

heritage of the TABAK house while ensuring its relevance in modern functions for 

contemporary society. 

 

RESEARCH BACKGROUND  

The concept of adaptive reuse, in architectural conservation, involves repurposing traditional 

Malay houses for new functions without compromising their historical and cultural 

significance. This sustainable practice helps reduce the environmental and economic costs 

associated with demolition and new construction (Gravagnuolo et.al, 2024; Foster & Kreinin, 

2020). In recent years, adaptive reuse approach has gained popularity as a means of 

preserving heritage buildings, including traditional Malay houses in Malaysia, especially those 

that have lost their original function due to changing societal needs. By adapting these 

traditional malay houses to modern uses, they can remain functional and relevant in 

contemporary settings, contributing to cultural sustainability, economic vitality, and 

community engagement. Additionally, adaptive reuse can serve as an academic and research 

hub, attracting conservation practitioners and students from around the world, fostering 

knowledge exchange and education on heritage preservation. 

In the case of Malaysia, traditional Malay houses are essential components of the nation's 

architectural heritage. These types of buildings are not only representative of the Malay way 

of life but also represent the environmental adaptation of local building techniques. However, 

with modernization, many of these houses have fallen into disuse or decay, often due to 

changes in family structures, economic pressures, or rural-to-urban migration (Yueqiang Feng, 

2024). The challenge lies in finding ways to preserve these cultural assets while making them 

adaptable to modern needs. 
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The Tok Abu Bakar Alang Ketak (TABAK) house is an exemplary model of successful adaptive 

reuse in Bota, Perak, Malaysia. Originally built as a traditional Malay dwelling known as Rumah 

Limas Bumbung Perak, the house has been transformed into a multifunctional space that 

serves various community and academic purposes. The TABAK house is now home to a gallery 

showcasing local history and art, a research center for traditional Malay architecture, and a 

community hub that hosts events and competitions aimed at celebrating and preserving 

Malay culture. This transformation highlights the potential of adaptive reuse to not only 

preserve heritage but also foster a sense of identity and belonging within the local community. 

This research examines the effectiveness of adaptive reuse in the context of the TABAK house, 

assessing both its architectural adaptations and its socio-cultural impacts. By analyzing the 

post-conversion performance of the house and its role in community engagement, the study 

aims to contribute to the broader discourse on sustainable heritage conservation. 

Additionally, the research offers insights into the challenges and opportunities associated with 

adapting traditional Malay houses for modern functions, providing valuable lessons for future 

conservation efforts. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Adaptive reuse is recognized as a crucial strategy for addressing the obsolescence and 

deterioration of heritage buildings, particularly traditional Malay houses. These houses are 

especially vulnerable to obsolescence and loss due to their timber construction, which is more 

prone to decay over time. Adaptive reuse involves repurposing buildings by modifying their 

original functions to suit new needs. This practice, while not new, plays an important role in 

preserving historic buildings. Such structures are valuable assets, contributing significantly to 

the economic, cultural, and environmental sustainability of rural areas, towns, and cities 

(Mohamed & Alauddin, 2023). 

 

3.1 Definition of Adaptive Reuse  

Adaptive reuse refers to the process of repurposing a site or building for functions other than 

those originally intended or designed. According to Douglas (2006), adaptive reuse can be 

defined as "any building work and intervention to change its capacity, function, or 

performance to adjust, reuse, or upgrade a building to suit new conditions or requirements." 

This practice is a critical strategy in maintaining and revitalizing existing buildings, especially 

when they have reached maturity within their lifecycle. Adaptive reuse offers significant 

economic, social, and cultural benefits by providing new purposes for structures, thereby 

enhancing their relevance in contemporary settings (Yueqiang Feng,2024). Furthermore, 

adaptive reuse is a key approach to sustainability, as it preserves the durability of original 

building materials and reduces the carbon footprint associated with demolition and new 

construction (Kayhan Tunali, 2024). This practice also addresses the conservation and 

preservation of built heritage, aligning with broader strategies and policies for sustainable 

development. Once a building's original purpose becomes inadequate for current functional 
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or programmatic needs, adaptive reuse emerges as a viable and sustainable option for 

repurposing sites. 

In the context of building adaptation, the term "adaptive reuse" has been widely interpreted 

and defined by numerous researchers (Ball, 2002; Mansfield, 2002; Douglas, 2006; Bullen, 

2007). The concept is often synonymous with terms such as conversion, retrofitting, 

adaptation, refurbishment, and rehabilitation. Bullen (2007) describes adaptive reuse as 

"rehabilitation, renovation, or restoration work that does not necessarily involve a change of 

use," emphasizing its role in extending the useful life of buildings through a combination of 

improvement and conversion. Wilkinson and Reed (2008) further define "adaptive" as the 

process of maintaining as much of the original structure as possible while improving its 

performance to meet modern standards and evolving needs. Mansfield (2002) supports this 

view, stating that refurbishment involves conversion and describes a change in use, suggesting 

that "refurbishment" and "adaptive reuse" can often be used interchangeably in certain 

contexts. 

 

3.2 Issues Related to Reuse the Traditional Houses 

Adaptive reuse involves repurposing existing buildings, particularly older or historic 

structures, for new functions or uses. When considering the adaptive reuse of traditional 

Malay houses, several key issues must be addressed to ensure a successful adaptation. These 

issues, illustrated in Figure 1, include the balance between preserving cultural heritage and 

modernizing the structure, difficulties in maintaining architectural and structural integrity, and 

compliance with building codes and regulations. Additional concerns involve functionality and 

space planning, the suitability of materials for sustainable application, integration of modern 

infrastructure and utilities, community and stakeholder involvement and financial. Each of 

these factors is critical in ensuring that traditional Malay houses can be effectively repurposed 

while preserving their cultural and historical significance. 

 

Figure 1: Issues in Adaptive reuse of Traditional Houses   Source: Author  

 

 Financial Constraints 

 

Community and Stakeholder Involvement are Crucial 

 

Difficulties in Integrate Infrastructure and Utilities 

 

Unsuitability of Materials and Application of Sustainability 

 

Difficulties in Maintaining Architectural and Structural Integrity 

 

Unbalancing in preservation of Cultural Heritage 
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Traditional Malay houses, distinguished by their unique architectural features and cultural 

significance, encounter considerable challenges during the adaptive reuse process, leading to 

potential unbalancing in their preservation. Key issues include structural modifications, where 

alterations made to meet modern needs may compromise the original design and 

craftsmanship. Additionally, the use of inappropriate materials during renovations can 

adversely affect both the longevity and aesthetic value of these traditional structures. 

Furthermore, as traditional uses evolve, there is a risk that the original cultural practices 

associated with these houses may be lost or diminished, thereby threatening their cultural 

relevance and heritage significance. 

Maintaining the architectural and structural integrity of traditional Malay houses presents 

significant challenges during the adaptive reuse process. As these timber structures are 

repurposed for modern functions, they often require alterations that can compromise their 

original design, craftsmanship, and materials. The inherent characteristics of traditional Malay 

houses, such as their unique timber construction and intricate detailing related to symbolism, 

demand careful consideration to preserve their authenticity. Furthermore, ensuring the 

structural soundness of these aging buildings while implementing contemporary design 

elements can lead to conflicts that jeopardize both their historical value and functional 

viability (Yueqiang Feng, 2024). As a result, the delicate balance between modernization and 

preservation becomes increasingly difficult, underscoring the need for a thoughtful approach 

that respects the original architectural intent while accommodating contemporary needs. 

The unsuitability of materials and the application of sustainability are critical factors in the 

adaptive reuse of traditional Malay houses. When adapting the traditional Malay houses, the 

choice of materials plays a pivotal role in maintaining their aesthetic and structural integrity. 

The use of modern materials that do not align with the original construction techniques can 

compromise the authenticity and longevity of the buildings, potentially leading to accelerated 

deterioration. Furthermore, the principles of sustainability must be integrated into the 

adaptive reuse process; this includes selecting eco-friendly materials that not only 

complement the traditional architecture but also enhance the building's energy efficiency 

(Sirror, 2024). A failure to prioritize suitable materials and sustainable practices can undermine 

the preservation efforts, diminishing the cultural value of these traditional Malay houses while 

also affecting their environmental impact.  

ntegrating modern infrastructure and utilities into traditional Malay houses is a key difficulty 

throughout the adaptive reuse process. Traditional Malay houses were not initially built to 

accept modern utilities like plumbing, electrical wiring, and HVAC, which could compromise 

their architectural integrity. The introduction of modern services can necessitate costly 

alterations that may jeopardize the original design and craftsmanship of these structures 

(Yueqiang Feng, 2024). Furthermore, upgrading infrastructure to meet modern safety and 

building requirements might complicate integration, resulting in unpleasant installations that 

detract from the house's original charm. Furthermore, special effort must be paid to keeping 

the exterior's visual qualities while ensuring that necessary utilities are efficiently integrated. 

A careful approach is needed to strike a balance between the preservation of cultural heritage 

and modern conveniences. Solutions that respect the architectural elements and integrity of 
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traditional Malay houses while effectively satisfying modern utility requirements should be 

prioritized. 

Community and stakeholder involvement are crucial for the successful adaptive reuse of 

traditional Malay houses. Engaging local communities in the decision-making process helps 

create a sense of ownership and connection to their cultural heritage, ensuring that 

preservation efforts reflect the values and needs of those most affected (Gravagnuolo et al, 

2024). Additionally, involving local residents can help reduce resistance to change, as they are 

more likely to support projects that align with their cultural identity. Overall, encouraging 

participation strengthens community ties and enhances the success of adaptive reuse 

initiatives (Dasgupta & Shendkar, 2024), allowing traditional Malay houses to remain relevant 

while preserving the traditional Malay houses historic are importance. 

Financial constraints significantly affect the adaptive reuse of traditional Malay houses, 

creating challenges that can hinder preservation efforts. Limited funding often restricts the 

scope of conservation projects, making it difficult to carry out necessary repairs or upgrades 

to meet modern standards. The costs associated with conserving these houses can be 

substantial, particularly when attempting to maintain their original architectural features and 

use appropriate materials. Additionally, securing financial support can be challenging, as 

funding sources typically prioritize new construction over the restoration of older buildings 

(Gravagnuolo et al, 2024). In many cases, owners must rely on their own funds to maintain 

these properties. Without adequate financial resources, the adaptive reuse process may lead 

to compromises that diminish the cultural and historical value of these houses. However, by 

addressing financial constraints through strategic planning and resource allocation, 

stakeholders and owners can ensure that traditional Malay houses are preserved and adapted 

for contemporary use while retaining their heritage significance. 

 

3.3 Suitability of New Functions for Traditional Malay Houses 

According to the layout of this traditional Malay house, its reuse potential is quite limited. 

Nevertheless, the concept of adaptive reuse remains flexible and can be seamlessly integrated 

with modernity to appropriately repurpose traditional Malay houses. As a result of the initial 

review through previous research, many traditional houses can be adapted for various 

functions, as illustrated in figure 2.  

Figure 2 shows the most and east functions that used in traditional Malay Houses around 

Malaysia. The adaptive reuse of traditional Malay houses varies in terms of the functions 

assigned to these heritage structures. The most popular new functions typically include 

cultural centers, museums, galleries, and community hubs, where the emphasis is placed on 

preserving cultural heritage while providing public access and engagement (Daramola et al, 

2024). These functions not only retain the architectural essence of the houses but also 

support community activities and tourism. On the other hand, the least common new 

functions tend to be commercial ventures such as retail spaces or modern office facilities 

(Dasgupta & Shendkar, 2024). This is largely due to the challenges of integrating modern 



Adaptive Reuse Of Traditional Malay House: Case Study Of Tok Abu Bakar Alang Ketak (Tabak) 

eISSN 3030-5543 

23 
 

infrastructure, the need for substantial structural modifications, and potential conflicts with 

preserving the traditional architectural aesthetics and cultural significance of the buildings. 

These less popular uses are often seen as detracting from the historical and cultural value of 

traditional Malay houses, leading to their limited adoption. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: The Most and Least Popular New Functions for the Reuse of Traditional Malay 

Houses    Source: Author 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

Figure 3 shows how this study utilizes a combination of methodologies to execute and 

complete the research. The first step is development of research aim, research objective and 

research question. The next step involves an extensive review of scholarly literature on 

adaptive reuse and traditional houses in Malaysia, specifically focusing on the challenges that 

impede the reuse of traditional Malay houses. Next, targeted studies will be conducted to 
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explore viable new functions for repurposing these historic structures, identifying the most 

suitable modern uses. To provide practical insights, a case study of the Tok Abu Bakar Alang 

Ketak house in Bota, Perak, will be conducted. This case will serve as a successful example of 

adaptive reuse, demonstrating how the house has been reimagined for various contemporary 

functions, as shown in Figure 3. 

 

 

Figure 3: The Research Methodology Flow 

 

CASE STUDY OF RUMAH TOK ABU BAKAR ALANG KETAK (TABAK), BOTA, PERAK 

4.1 Background  

This house is located on the banks of the Perak River in Bota Kiri within the sub-district of 

Bota, Perak Darul Ridzuan.  It was built by the homeowner, Tok Abu Bakar Alang Ketak, along 

with several other craftsmen in the 1920s.  The house was constructed in the architectural 

style known as the Perak Roofed Gabled House (Rumah Limas Bumbung Perak or RLBP). This 

architectural style is prevalent throughout the state of Perak, especially along the Perak River. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: TABAK in 1920s  Source: Owner’s Document 

 

From a geographical perspective, this house is situated on the banks of the Perak River at 

coordinates 4°20'47.6"N 100°52'35.6"E (4.346545, 100.876559) in Bota Kiri, Sub-District of 
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Bota, Central Perak District, Perak Darul Ridzuan. Similar to many traditional houses in Perak, 

it is river-oriented, with its front facing the river. The river is a significant element in the 

development of settlements. Besides being a water source, the river serves as the primary 

transportation route connecting villages and small towns along the Perak River. It is a vital 

source of local and regional economic activity. The TABAK house is designed with several 

essential spaces, including the veranda, entrance hall, the Mother's Room (Rumah Ibu), the 

Selang Room, and the Kitchen House (Rumah Dapur). 

 

4.2 Conservation Works 

In 2019, TABAK underwent a conservation effort, transforming it into a gallery and educational 

hub dedicated to traditional houses, traditional architecture, and related subjects. Since then, 

a range of activities and events have taken place at TABAK from 2019 to 2023.  

 

 

Figure 5: TABAK house at Bota, Perak   Source: Owner’s Document 

 

4.3 Reuse Activities in TABAK 

Since the pandemic, the TABAK house has hosted numerous activities, particularly related to 

education and research. UiTM and other local universities have participated in these events, 

including painting competitions, which have significantly increased the house's visibility and 

popularity. As previously mentioned, traditional Malay houses can be adapted for various new 

functions. The TABAK house exemplifies this success, having undergone conservation and 

been repurposed for multiple uses. It now serves as a center for academic activities, history 

workshops, and painting contests, where it acts as the competition hub. Additionally, TABAK 

has been transformed into a gallery showcasing paintings and artwork, attracting history 

enthusiasts and art lovers alike. 
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4.4 Educational Activities 

Through participant observation and photo documentation, it was found that educational 

activities at TABAK have involved architecture and art students from both private and 

government universities. TABAK has become a focal point and model for students, serving as 

the inspiration for their drawings and artwork, particularly in painting and drawing 

competitions. In addition, lecturers and presenters have used the site to demonstrate drawing 

techniques to new students, offering a hands-on learning experience that differs from 

traditional studio or classroom settings. This approach provides a direct and immersive 

connection to traditional architecture, allowing students to incorporate real-life elements of 

the TABAK house into their creative work. This has enhanced their understanding of traditional 

Malay architectural forms in a practical and engaging manner. 

  

 

Figure 6: Drawings Competition and Sketching demonstration in TABAK 

 

4.5 Workshop and Gallery Activities 

Between 2022 and 2024, TABAK has actively served as a venue for workshops involving both 

government and private sector participants. Among the activities held was an archaeology 

workshop that utilized equipment to identify historical artifacts potentially buried around the 

TABAK house. The workshop participants included local community members, university 

lecturers, and government bodies such as the Ipoh City Council. Through these archaeological 

activities, several artifacts were uncovered, including old coins and broken pottery around the 

TABAK grounds. This discovery marked a significant achievement for TABAK, successfully 

engaging with the broader industry in heritage conservation efforts. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: The Workshop and Galleries at TABAK 
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4.6 Competition Activities 

In early 2023, TABAK became the venue for a notable coloring competition organized by the 

Fine Arts Department of Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM). This competition was not limited 

to students but was open to participants nationwide, attracting both enthusiasts of traditional 

Malay houses and those studying Malay heritage architecture. The contest focused on the 

unique symbols and motifs present in TABAK, which served as the central theme for the 

coloring entries. The event gained attention in newspaper articles, promoting it to a broader 

audience and recognizing it as a successful initiative that rebranded TABAK with new 

functions. This effort has also helped inspire younger generations to engage with and 

appreciate the historical significance of TABAK. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: The Painting Competition Activities at TABAK 

 

4.7 Arts and Research Galleries 

TABAK also hosts exhibitions of paintings and posters that evaluate the history of the Malay 

Peninsula, including the architecture of Malay houses. These exhibitions are ongoing, 

attracting academics who visit to view the informative displays. In addition to the exhibitions, 

there are briefings on conservation efforts conducted by the owner of TABAK, who is 

passionate about Malay architecture. These activities not only enhance knowledge but also 

foster a deeper appreciation for the cultural heritage represented in the displays. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Art and Research Gallery in TABAK 
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4.8 International Student Workshop of Vernacular Architecture 

The latest function of TABAK is to serve as a venue for international student workshops, which 

are part of the 15th Nusantara Symposium held on October 7 and 8, 2024. This event features 

various activities involving UiTM alumni and international students from Indonesia, 

particularly those from Universitas Bung Hatta and Universitas Islam Negeri Alauddin 

Makassar. Among the activities conducted are conservation efforts, bamboo house 

construction, bamboo sculptures, and paintings that incorporate the architectural elements 

of TABAK. This initiative not only positions TABAK as a catalyst for international collaboration 

among students but also promotes similar academic activities. Additionally, artists have 

gathered at TABAK for the same purpose, further enriching the cultural exchange and learning 

experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: International Students Workshop on Vernacular Architecture in TABAT 

 

CONCLUSION 

Adaptive reuse of traditional houses provides an opportunity to celebrate and preserve 

cultural heritage while revitalizing historic structures. However, successful transformation 

requires careful planning, collaboration with experts, and a profound understanding of the 

cultural, architectural, and historical significance of the house. Additionally, adaptive reuse 

enriches communities by creating spaces for cultural, educational, and economic activities. 

The selection of new functions typically depends on the house's location, its historical 

significance, and the needs and aspirations of the local community. This research serves as a 

preliminary step towards future heritage national grant applications. 
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