
Standing high up on stilts, the wooden Salinger 

Residence seems to spring naturally from its 

treed site on a former rubber plantation. 



For evolving a distinctive modern interpretation of the traditional 

Malay wooden house raised on stilts, a structure with significant 

ecological advantages and a welcome re-emphasis on timber in place 

of now standardized building materials. The house superimposes 

triangular spaces for indoor and outdoor living and enacts a symbolic 

union between the modern and the traditional. It demonstrates that 

high technology and energy-depleting services can be renounced if 

sufficient craft and creativity are deployed, and that the deeper 

meaning of a vernacular architectural tradition can be combined 

with the surroundings of contemporary everyday life 
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Built on a former 

I Va 

' rubber plantation 15 

kilometres south of Kuala Lumpur, the 

Salinger Residence is a single-family 

house made exclusively of timber in 

the traditional ways of the Malays. 

Commissioned by Professor Rudin 

Salinger, who teaches physics at the 

nearby National University, and his 

wife, Munira Salinger, the house is a 

contemporary interpretation oftraditional 

Malay wooden houses in which architect 

Jimmy C. S. Lim incorporated 

environmentally sensitive methods 

for building in the tropics. 

The traditional Malay house is a post-

and-beam hardwood structure raised on 

stilts and with infill panels oftimberor 

bamboo. Its simple rectangular form, 

oriented towards Mecca, is topped with 

a large, overhanging pitched roof that 

maximizes natural ventilation systems 

and protects the house from monsoon 

rains and strong sunlight. A veranda, 

called the anjung, surrounds the house 

on three sides and is the social space for 

the family and visitors. This type of house 

is still found in the rural areas of Malaysia. 

Contemporary residential architecture 

in Malaysia, particularly around Kuala 

Lumpur, tends to be in high-rise 

apartment buildings or in row house 

developments in new towns. The garden 

villa, common in high-income areas, 

is usually constructed with concrete 

frame and brick infill. The villas appear 

in a variety of forms and sizes, but are 

generally finished with plaster and 

paint, and rely on energy-consuming 

air-conditioning systems for cooling. 

Professor and Mrs Salinger specifically 

wanted a modern house that reflected 

their keen interest in Malay culture and 

their Islamic faith. They approached Lim 

with simple and specific requirements: 

two bedrooms, an open kitchen in which 

Professor Salinger could entertain while 

cooking and living spaces. Lim organized 

this basically tripartite programme in 

an open plan that places two equilateral 

triangles against one another: a large 

triangle to accommodate indoor living 

and a second, smallertriangle for outdoor 

A B O V E  Architect Jimmy C. S. Lim proposed 

a form made with superimposed triangles in 

this preliminary design sketch. 

O P P O S I T E  The long façades and acute 

angles created by the triangular plan give the 

house a variety of appearances, including a 

ship-like prow, behind which is the guest 

bedroom. 





living. The interior space flows naturally 

to the outdoors, and the open plan 

ensures natural cross-ventilation. 

One of the driving forces in Lim's 

work is his concern for sustainable 

ecological principles with minimal 

environmental impact. He placed the 

Salingers' house at a high point on their 

three-acre wooded lot in order to reduce 

water run-off during the monsoon rains, 

and oriented it to capture the prevailing 

breezes. Lifting the house up on stilts in 

the style oftraditional Malay houses, Lim 

also reduced the impact of the building 

on the land, eliminated the need for 

major excavation work and retained the 

natural sloping contours of the site. 

Many elements indigenous to Malay 

architecture were incorporated in the 

design, including the use of local 

hardwood, called chengal, and elaborate 

roof forms with large overhangs. Variation 

and interpretation occur in Lim's 

triangular plan, which creates a unique 

A B O V E  and O P P O S I T E  The house sits at 

one side of its three-acre site, which allows 

for a long approach through the treed lot. 

The timber columns surround a stone core 

that contains the entrance to the elevated, 

two-storey house. In the shaded outdoor 

area beneath the main living floor the 

Salingers conduct classes in batik. The 

external timber is left in its natural state, 

treated only with minyak daman, the oil if 
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from the daman tree, which improves the ^ 
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wood's water resistance. os 
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T O P  The house was built in the traditional 

Malay post-and-beam timber style by a team 

of carpenters. With the help of the master 

carpenter, the architect designed the house 

to be made solely by using wooden dowels 

and joints as fasteners. 

A B O V E  East-west section facing south. The 

house is oriented to take advantage of the 

prevailing breezes for natural cooling. 

L E F T  The staircase and stone core were the 

first elements to be built. Then the structural 

columns independent of the stairs were put 

into place with a series of pulleys, hoists and 

ramps. As the stone structure was built up, 

the timber structure was tied into it. 



geometrie form, yet one in which one wall 

still faces Mecca, as in traditional Malay 

houses. The smaller, outdoortriangle 

appears to be simply a veranda extension 

of the living room, but it also supports 

a wakaf, or roof, for an outdoor, covered 

prayer space like the ones traditionally 

provided for field workers. Circulation 

in the two-storey structure is through a 

granite-clad central core that anchors the 

house to the ground and tapers as it rises. 

Professor Salinger hired a team 

of traditional Malay carpenters from 

Kelantan, on the east coast of Malaysia, 

A B O V E  Conceptual sketch. 

B E L O W  The roofwas assembled on the 

ground and then taken apart. The pieces 

were lifted by a series of ropes and pulleys 

and then reassembled 16 metres above 

ground in mid-air. The rooftiles were affixed 

before the floors below were built in order to 

shield the construction from the weather. 
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GROUND FLOOR SECOND FLOOR 
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A B O V E  The open triangular plan 

surrounds a central core that tapers as it 

rises from grade to the second storey. 

Living spaces and a guest room are on 

the first floor and the master bedroom 

on the second. 

O P P O S I T E  Ventilation grilles over the 

windows and at high points in the roof 

aid in the natural cooling of the house. 

A ceiling fan over the living room is the 

only electrified cooling element. 

to build the house, and Lim designed 

the joinery details accordingly. Master 

carpenter Ibrahim bin Adam especially 

selected three chengal trees, noted for 

their resistance to water and termites, 

to be used for the house. These were cut 

from two different forests and hauled 

in sections to the site. The team of six 

carpenters, working three or four at a 

time, took six and a half years to cut each 

wooden joint and assemble the house. No 

metal fasteners were used except for the 

few nails needed to secure the floor of 

the anjung. The only machinery used 

was a small cement mixer. The timbers 

themselves were erected through a 

system of ropes and pulleys. 

The Salinger Residence is unique in its 

time and place, and now, because of the 

Salingers' interests, is not only a private 

home but a centre for traditional practices 

such as Malay cooking and batik. While 

FIRST FLOOR 





A B O V E  and B E L O W  The triangular veranda, 

or anjung, off the living room is partially shaded 

by a wakaf The wakaf is a gift of money that is 

manifested as a structure built to provide a 

shaded prayer space for men working in the 

rice fields. The floor boards of the anjung, set 

in a triangular pattern, are the only pieces in 

the house that are attached with nails. 

traditional in its material and its method 

of construction, the house is a modern 

building, not simply because it is 

equipped with modern conveniences 

but because Lim interprets rather than 

imitates Malay tradition. The sharp 

angles of the triangular forms that 

thrust outwards above the site 

simultaneously recall Malay structures 

and announce that this work of 

architecture is something completely 

contemporary. 



R I G H T  and B E L O W  The house fans out 

from a stone core. Cross-ventilation is 

enhanced by the openness of the veranda 

floor, which also serves to shade work 

areas adjacent to the core. 
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O P P O S I T E  T O P  and A B O V E  The public 

spaces - cooking, dining and living - are 

all on the first floor. The ventilation grilles 

over the windows are made up of three 

vertical pieces of wood crossed by three 

horizontal pieces, known locally as sekawan 

tiga, or three friends. The grilles are the 

only decorative feature on the façade. 

O P P O S I T E  The open living room space 

moves naturally out to the veranda, a 

social gathering place in traditional 

Malay houses. 

R I G H T  The staircase leads to the top 

floor where the main bedroom is located. 
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