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Abstract 

The longhouse is a well-known traditional dwelling of many natives in Sarawak.  A longhouse is a terraced street of separate 
dwellings covered by one roof.  Each family who stay in the longhouse has their separate room. These houses are still in use 
today and are able to provide the basic shelter needs of the occupants.  The use of local materials and the setting that create 
harmonization with the local environment and climate contribute to the provision of comfort to the occupants.  However, the 
traditional longhouse today is a threatened typology as some of them either have disappeared, are no longer constructed, are 
tourism attractions or are being maintained as cultural artifacts only.  There is a concern that someday the distinct identity of the 
longhouse might be lost. Therefore, knowledge of construction techniques, assessment of the materials used and typological 
characteristics of the traditional architecture need to be gathered to preserve the built heritage. A comprehensive document is 
essential for the preservation and conservation of the traditional longhouse.  This paper presents the methodology used and data 
collected on the typology of the traditional longhouse and its construction method. 
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1. Introduction 

A Longhouse is the traditional dwellings of many natives in Sarawak such as the Iban, Bidayuh and Orang Ulu.  
This indigenous architecture is a terraced street of separate dwellings covered by one roof.  Every longhouse is 
headed by headman called tuai.  Every family stayed in the longhouse has their separate room.  Communal activities 
are carried out on the ruai (verandah).  These unique features make longhouse part of Sarawak’s rich cultural assets 
with historical and normative value.  

A small number of traditional longhouses are still in use until today.  Even though some of the longhouses were 
built before World War II, they can provide the basic shelter needs of the occupants.  The use of local materials and 
the setting that creates harmonization with the local environment and climate conditions contribute to the provision 
of comfort to the occupants.  These practices also give a distinct architectural identity to the building [1].  The uses 
of local materials reduces energy consumption and lessens the environmental impact of the development on the 
surrounding area.  However, the traditional buildings are now gradually influenced by the development of 
infrastructures in the surrounding areas [2].  The common traditional materials and traditional construction methods 
have been replaced by modern building materials and techniques.  The traditional longhouse is found to be a 
threatened typology [3]. 

Some of the Iban Longhouses in Sarawak have disappeared, are no longer constructed, are being constructed 
mostly for tourists or are being maintained as cultural artifacts rather than living spaces [3].  There is a concern 
raised that someday the distinct identity of the longhouses might be lost.  Therefore, an appropriate knowledge of 
construction techniques and typological characteristics of the traditional architecture are required to protect the built 
heritage in a particularly rural area [4].  Besides the concern for cultural heritage conservation, the environmental 
integration in the traditional longhouses’ design and construction that leads to a good level of comfort can be 
adopted in the modern housing development.  The understanding and application of attributes from ancient 
vernacular architecture can give value to new buildings [5].  The integration of the principles that characterize the 
various aspects of traditional architecture to the design of new buildings or the refurbishment of existing ones is a 
step forward towards sustainable development [1].  Building design with sustainable factors has become more 
important. 

The protection of the built heritage requires an appropriate knowledge of construction techniques and typological 
characteristics of the traditional architecture.  In fact, the assessment of the materials used and construction method 
are necessary to ensure the longevity of the traditional longhouse.  Previous research on longhouse mostly focused 
on the social and culture of the ethnic group who resided within.  Research on the building typology, construction 
method and environmental performance of traditional longhouse are still lacking.  This paper presents the 
methodology used and its findings on the typology and construction method of traditional longhouse in Sarawak. 

2. Overview of preservation and conservation of traditional buildings  

For the last 20 years, there has been positive action by many parties in this country to preserve and conserve 
traditional buildings especially those with heritage significance.  Malaysian buildings of heritage and architectural 
significance are those displaying a particular or an unusual style or construction technique. They present an 
important work of an architect or craftsman or are particularly rich in details reflective of their time. Buildings of 
architectural significance can have an important influence on the character of the surrounding environment. 
Traditional buildings have been designed with respect to nature, incorporating and reflecting the local lifestyle and 
cultures.  Old and historical buildings are a symbol of cultural identity and heritage of a certain community in 
particular.  Historic buildings can give us a sense of wonder and curiosity about the people and culture that produced 
it [6].  Therefore, people can relate and learn from their predecessors' innovations in the past.  These innovations can 
be seen through the architectural style and design, materials and texture, and buildings technique and construction. 

Conservation is about preserving the original, restoring it in a historically accurate manner and using scientific 
techniques to prolong the building’s life without jeopardizing its authenticity. Conservation is not just about physical 
intervention but also aims to preserve the skills and knowledge of earlier builders and craftsmen. The basic 
principles and standards of conservation can be summarized into four main principles; documentation and research 
before intervention, minimum alteration of historic fabrics, preference for original material and workmanship, and 
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