
 

DEVELOPING THE ARCHITECTURE OF ASTANA SERI MENANTI DURING 

THE EARLY PERIOD OF FEDERATED STATES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NURDIYANA BINTI ZAINAL ABIDIN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the  

requirements for the award of the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

Faculty of Built Environment and Surveying 

Universiti Teknologi Malaysia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

JANUARY 2020 



iii 
 

DEDICATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This thesis is dedicated to my parents, who taught me that knowledge is the 
key to a better future in life and love with patience is a virtue in attaining said 
knowledge. This thesis is also dedicated to my sisters, who both taught me that hard 
work is important but so does taking a break and doing things that we love. 
Furthermore, I dedicate this thesis to my husband, who believed in me and taught me 
that I am stronger than I think I am. Lastly, to my daughter and son, both of whom 
filled my daily struggles with laughter and joy and taught me that sometimes it is the 
little things in life that we should look forward to.  

  



iv 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

In preparing this thesis, I was in contact with many people, researchers, 
academicians, and practitioners.  Alhamdulillah with the grace of Allah the most 
merciful I was able to further my studies and was met with many important people 
along the way.  First and foremost, I would like to honour and wish to express my 
sincerest appreciation to my Main Supervisor, Assoc. Prof. Y. M. Dr. Raja Nafida 
Bte Raja Shahminan for her encouragement, guidance and critics in the preparation 
of my thesis.  She dedicated her time and efforts towards the completion of this 
thesis and strived to provide advices not only on this topic but also in life as whole.  
My appreciation also goes out to my co-supervisor Assoc. Prof. Dr. Fawazul Khair 
Bin Hj Ibrahim who has continuously provided me with supportive and encouraging 
comments for this research during monthly meetings and presentations.   

I am also indebted to the Malaysian Ministry of Education (KPM) for 
generously funding my PhD study and research.  From the start of my studies in 
2014 until the end of the funding in 2017, the MyPhD scholarship has provided me 
with financial stability to continue furthering my studies.  Furthermore, I would also 
like to thank officers at the National Archives Kuala Lumpur especially to Pn. Siti 
Kamalia Bt. Madil at the Seksyen Rujukan dan Akses.  Not forgetting officers at 
Jabatan Ukur dan Pemetaan (JUPEM) Negeri Sembilan who gave their utmost 
cooperation in providing letters and permissions allowing me to get copies of 
important documents and maps of Negeri Sembilan.  The staffs in mention were Mr. 
Zulkifle Nayan and Sr. Jasni Bin A. Rahman, the Director of JUPEM Negeri 
Sembilan.  Additionally, the staffs at the Center for the Study of the Built 
Environment in the Malay World (KALAM), Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM) 
and librarians at Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM) also deserve special thanks 
for their assistance in supplying the relevant literatures for this research.  Other 
places that should be mentioned are officers from the National Library, Kuala 
Lumpur, staff at the Museum Adat, Rembau, Negeri Sembilan, officers in charge of 
the Library at the Negeri Sembilan State Museum, Seremban and officers at the 
National Museum, Kuala Lumpur. 

In London, England, I would like to firstly acknowledge the tremendous guidance 
given by Dato’ Dr. Annabel Teh Gallop, the Lead Curator of Southeast Asia at the 
British Library.  She provided me with details on where to find information, who to 
contact and readily took the time to meet me for a little interview at the British 
Library.  I would also like to further extend my thanks to staff and officers at the 
National Archives in Kew, London, for most of the old documents were archived 
here.  This is especially to Mr. Padej Kumlertsakul who was the Reader’s Adviser of 
the Defence, Maritime and Environment and Mr. Daniel Gilfoyle who was the 
Remote Enquiries Duty Officer at the National Archives, Kew, in London.  They 
both provided me with the list of available documents on Negeri Sembilan which 
included photographs, written documents and books that were of help in my 
research.   



v 
 

In Cambridge, England, I would like to thank Ms. Rachel M. Rowe for her 
assistance and help in providing me the instructions and guidance in finding 
information at the Cambridge University.  As the Smuts Librarian for South Asian 
and Commonwealth Studies, she was the person to direct me specifically to the 
information I needed, and I am grateful to her for her kind help even before I left for 
England.  Furthermore, thank you also to Ms. Louise Clarke who was the Deputy 
Superintendent of the Manuscripts Reading Room in Cambridge University Library, 
Cambridge University.  She guided me in the usage of the library and the processes 
of getting information from the library.  I would like to specifically mention that this 
data collection was made possible due to the Research Grant my supervisor provided 
me with for me to collect data and information in England.   

In Padang, West Sumatera, I would like to extend my gratitude to the endless 
help from staff at the Pusat Dokumentasi dan Informasi Kebudayaan Minangkabau in 
Padang Panjang.  The information given was helpful in confirming the data of this 
research.  Furthermore, site visits to Museum Istana Basa Pagarruyung and Istana 
Siliduang Bulan were conducted in order to determine the similarities and differences 
between Astana Seri Menanti.  These site visits proved to be very fruitful and 
informative in the findings of this research.   

Not forgetting many thanks and my sincerest appreciation extends to all of 
my colleagues who have aided at various occasions throughout this research.  Their 
views and tips are useful in one way or another.  Finally, I am grateful to my parents 
and sisters for providing me with the physical, emotional and financial help 
throughout my studies.  I am forever indebted to them and am thankful that they 
were all available to lend a hand in more ways that I could list down.  Last but not 
least, to my dearest husband who has been there for me from the start until the end of 
this journey, sometimes staying apart, sending me back and forth and giving me the 
emotional support, I needed.  A special mention goes to my lovely daughter for her 
companionship and laughter throughout that made this hard and long journey more 
bearable and tolerable on those lonely nights.  Alhamdulillah thank you Allah for 
everything that you have given me for it is He who plans for the best of things in our 
lives.  Thank you. 

  



vi 
 

ABSTRACT 

The Early Federated Malay States was a time when Malaysia was at the dawn 
of a new political governance under the British rule through the unification of Perak, 
Negeri Sembilan, Selangor and Pahang.  The new system also introduced the British 
Resident system as a means of having a localized ruling system for each of the Malay 
State.  It was evident that this new political movement affected the ruling societies 
specifically in Negeri Sembilan.  In particular was the impact on state funded 
government projects especially Astana Lama Seri Menanti.  Hence, the purpose of 
the current study is to establish the factors that influenced the architecture of Astana 
Seri Menanti during the early period of the Federated Malay States.  The objectives 
include establishing the contextual requirement for constructing Astana Seri 
Menanti, identifying the role and involvement of the individual prominent figures 
and establishing the relationship of the prominent figures in shaping the final 
architectural design of Astana Seri Menanti. Qualitative research methodology was 
utilised in this research through Document Analysis methods which encompassed 
triangulating historical studies (archival); comparative studies; and empirical 
research (case study).  Research samples for Traditional Malay Royal Palaces were 
obtained from Measured Drawings archived at the Centre for the Study of Built 
Environment in the Malay World (KALAM); Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM); 
National Archives in Kew, London; Arkib Negara in Kuala Lumpur; Cambridge 
University Library; and Negeri Sembilan State Museum in Seremban.  Findings 
indicated that the construction of Astana Seri Menanti was initiated as  a result of 
British involvements and the consequent  loss of the royal palace which left  the 
Yamtuan  who is the  a ruler without a palace. Furthermore, it was identified that the 
involvements of the prominent figures such as the Malay Tukang, the British 
draftsman and the Chinese contractors was influential in the construction of Astana 
Seri Menanti. Last but not least, the relationship of these different prominent figures 
contributed in the development of the Astana’s architectural design through 
traditional construction methods.  In short, the involvements of the Malay, British 
and Chinese prominent figures in the construction of the Astana Seri Menanti during 
the early Federated State resulted in an architectural design that is characterised as a 
traditional vernacular palace with a western spatial layout, built using colonial 
construction methods but utilising traditional construction materials. The findings of 
this study provide significant contribution to studies on vernacular palace 
architecture specifically on timber palaces in the 20th Century.  It is hoped that future 
generations can benefit from the findings of this study and encourage future 
generations to appreciate and conserve Malay Royal Palaces.   
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ABSTRAK 

Penubuhan awal Negeri-negeri Melayu Bersekutu adalah ketika Malaysia 
berada di awal pemerintahan kerajaan British melalui penyatuan negeri-negeri seperti 
Perak, Negeri Sembilan, Selangor dan Pahang. Sistem baru ini juga memperkenalkan 
sistem Residen British sebagai sistem pemerintah setempat bagi setiap negeri di 
Malaysia. Didapati pergerakan politik baru ini memberi impak kepada masyarakat 
pemerintah khususnya di Negeri Sembilan. Terutama kesan terhadap projek kerajaan 
yang dibiayai oleh kerajaan khususnya Astana Lama Seri Menanti. Oleh itu, tujuan 
kajian ini adalah untuk mewujudkan faktor-faktor yang mempengaruhi seni bina 
Astana Seri Menanti semasa penubuhan awal Negeri-negeri Melayu Bersekutu. 
Objektif yang dikenal pasti adalah mewujudkan konteks keperluan pembinaan 
Astana Seri Menanti, mengenal pasti peranan dan penglibatan tokoh-tokoh 
terkemuka dan mewujudkan hubungan antara tokoh-tokoh terkemuka dalam 
membentuk reka bentuk seni bina akhir Astana Seri Menanti. Kaedah penyelidikan 
kualitatif telah digunakan dalam kajian ini melalui kaedah Analisas Dokumen yang 
merangkumi triangulasi kajian sejarah (arkib), kajian perbandingan dan penyelidikan 
empirikal (kajian kes). Sampel kajian untuk Istana Diraja Tradisional Melayu 
diperoleh dari Lukisan Terukur yang diarkibkan di Pusat Pengajian Alam Bina Dunia 
Melayu (KALAM), Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM), Arkib Negara di Kew, 
London, Arkib Negara di Kuala Lumpur, Perpustakaan Universiti Cambridge dan 
Muzium Negeri Sembilan di Seremban. Dapatan menunjukkan bahawa pembinaan 
Astana Seri Menanti telah dikenal pasti berpunca daripada penglibatan British dan 
dari ketiadaan istana bagi Yamtuan Negeri Sembilan. Di samping itu, penglibatan 
tokoh-tokoh terkemuka seperti Tukang Melayu, pelukis deraf lukisan binaan pihak 
Inggeris dan kontraktor Cina berpengaruh dalam pembinaan Astana Seri Menanti. 
Akhir sekali, hubungan tokoh-tokoh terkemuka ini menyumbang dalam 
pembangunan reka bentuk seni bina Astana Seri Menanti melalui kaedah pembinaan 
tradisional Melayu. Ringkasnya, penambahan tokoh-tokoh Melayu, British dan Cina 
dalam pembinaan Astana Seri Menanti semasa penubuhan awal Negeri Bersekutu 
mengakibatkan reka bentuk seni bina yang dicirikan sebagai istana tradisional 
vernakular dengan tata letak ruang barat, dibina dengan menggunakan kaedah 
pembinaan kolonial tetapi menggunakan bahan pembinaan tradisional. Dapatan 
kajian ini memberi sumbangan besar kepada kajian mengenai seni bina istana 
vernakular khususnya di istana kayu di Abad ke-20. Diharapkan generasi akan 
datang dapat memperoleh manfaat daripada penemuan kajian ini dan menggalakkan 
generasi akan datang untuk menghargai dan memulihara Istana Diraja Melayu. 
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CHAPTER 1  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, the details of the topic titles are explained, as well as the 

background, research questions and methodologies used to reach the research 

objectives.  The influential factors affecting the architecture of the Astana will also 

be defined within this chapter and will be further elaborated within the upcoming 

chapters.  The results achieved during the course of this investigation increases the 

understanding of the architecture of Astana Seri Menanti during the Early Federated 

Malay State.  The involvements of prominent figures in the construction of Astana 

Seri Menanti are investigated in the next chapters including the roles they played in 

shaping the architecture of the palace.  Then further discussions will emphasise on 

the direction of the study and the focus of the research which is directed at 

understanding the architecture of Astana Seri Menanti during the early Federated 

Malay States.   

1.1 Background Statement 

In order to understand the determining factors to be investigated in this 

research, a better understanding of the background on Malaysia’s political situation 

during early Federated Malay States will be discussed in the following subtopics.  

This is because the research timeline on Astana Seri Menanti involved events 

happening during the pre-independence state of Malaya and during the early 

establishment of early Federated Malay States.  The political situation within this era 

also had some influences on the final architecture of the Astana.  Hence, the 

terminology of ‘influence’ within the Colonial period will be introduced within this 

chapter. 
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The earliest form of pre-independence federalism in Malaya, though not 

classified truly as such, before the colonial ruling of the British government, was 

unofficially in the form of federalism practiced by the Yam Tuan Besar of Negeri 

Sembilan through the unity of the nine states (Aun, 1999).   When the British 

colonial government officially introduced the Federated Malay States in 1895, they 

united four states which were Perak, Negeri Sembilan, Selangor and Pahang by 

replacing the resident system (Rudner, 1976).  During this era, the political system 

practiced was further developed by the colonial system of federation as a means of 

uniting the country under a centralized unit of governance by the British (Raja Nur, 

2012).  This system benefitted the British because the indirect ruling means that it 

was cheaper to govern and the system softened the blow on the ruled nation 

(Emerson, 1937).  Federal ruling influenced and shaped the political state of the 

country and indirectly influenced the living conditions of the people.  The effects of 

this kind type of ruling undeniably affected the overall architectural language of the 

country as many vernacular buildings that were deemed ‘traditional’ were 

categorized as cultural assets and had political implications (Brown & Maudlin, 

2012).  Implications such as this can be regarded as political influences specifically 

on vernacular architecture or ‘traditional buildings’.  Furthermore, political 

influences also enabled the governments to use vernacular architectures as 

substitutions to create and implement national and sub-national identities (Brown & 

Maudlin, 2012). 

1.1.1 The Term ‘Influence’ 

The term ‘influence’ can be derived from its origins of epistemology from as 

early as thirteenth century France whereby the word was referred to the indefinable 

effects that were caused by the stars, upon the fate of mankind (Paris: Centre 

National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1983).  Furthermore, the term ‘influence’ is 

rooted in historiography and has ideological connotations which functions during a 

written approach (Lee, 1998).  This means that what happened in the past that could 

be defined as an ‘influence’ depends primarily on the historical interpretation of the 

on-goings during that time and not based on what is considered as ‘objectively true’.  
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Additionally, the term ‘influence’ referred to any continual but indirect means by 

which information or opinions, rather than the character of the physical body, could 

be restructured or drastically changed (Lee, 1998).  According to Canguillhem 

(1988), the usage of the term ‘influence’ is the basis of consistency within historical 

writings in history.   

In relations to the Astana Seri Menanti, the scopes of influence that will be 

discussed are the cultural influences on the Astana and the following political 

influences that occurred during the early Federated Malay State.  These influences 

were derived on the basis of the research objectives which were the participations of 

the prominent figures during the palace construction.  It can be understood that when 

studying cases as such, it is not only the buildings that are being studied, but also 

their inhabitants, possessions and furnishings which in return can be defined as 

‘cultural influences’ (Rapoport, 2005).  A simplistic understanding of ‘culture’ is 

defined as the inclusion of technology, symbolism and worldview, economics, social 

structure, and political organization (Kent, 1990).  Culture is also acknowledged as 

one of the most important variables which influenced the interactions between 

architecture and the use of space (Kent, 1990).   

According to Rapoport (2005), when discussing the architecture of a specific 

‘culture’, the most influential typology of building would be the dwellings (housing) 

as all culture posses a unique form of dwelling.  Furthermore, dwellings are the most 

common type of vernacular building and most influenced by culture and 

encompassed a majority of the environment (Rapoport, 2005).  In relation to this, a 

royal’s dwelling is the royal palace and hence the importance of Traditional Malay 

Royal Palaces to the Malay culture and architecture.  Since a royal leader rules over 

his people, the role and influence of the royal is undeniable and can be seen by the 

payment of respect and gratitude shown towards the royal rulers.  Hence, when the 

formation of the early Federated Malay States, the position of the royal amongst the 

Malays was untouchable and the British had to remain inclusive in the configuration 

of the new governing system (Aun, 1999). 
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1.1.2 The role of Rulers during early Federated Malay States 

Upon detailed consideration by the British who needed power to reign 

Malaysia, they acknowledged the importance of the Rulers and their usefulness to the 

British colony (Rudner, 1976).  However, the adoption of the feudal system 

indirectly influenced the traditional Malay social structure by dividing it into two 

dominant groups; the aristocrats in the palaces and the commoners in the villages, 

jungle and seaside (Siti Zainon, 1986).  Even so, the loyalty of the Malays to their 

Rulers played an important factor in the inclusiveness as the British was aware that 

the Ruler-subject issue was a sensitive matter within the nation (Aishah, 1993).  

Hence, it was granted that the Royal Ruler has some form of autonomy on their 

states even though in reality their powers were dwindling.  Hence, the Rulers were 

given limited power to implement sovereignty of the central government, external 

relations, provide leadership in foreign wars and to represent and signify the unity 

and interests of the state (Gullick, 1958).  The Rulers were required to remain under 

the advice of the Residents under all matters except for religion and culture which in 

return minimized the Sultan’s powers to only personal and religious affairs (Aishah, 

1993).  However, the royal Rulers wanted to include issues pertaining to Malay 

rights into the constitution as a means to protect the native people of Malaysia who 

were the Malays (Aishah, 1993).  Therefore, upon careful consideration by the 

British and after several boycotts by the Malays, it was agreed that the rights of the 

natives is included in the constitution by means of protection Islam as the official 

religion, the position of Rulers, and issues on Malay privileges (Aishah, 1993).   

1.1.3 Brief Background of Negeri Sembilan in the Early Federated Malay 

State 

According to Winstedt (1934), the term ‘Negeri Sembilan’ was an unknown 

state according to the Portugese d’Eredia map in 1613.  Furthermore, the term 

‘Negeri Sembilan’ was not made aware of to the author of the Malay Annals in 1612 

nor did the Dutch became aware of its existence in their Daghregister Journal in 1682 
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(Winstedt, 1934).  Winstedt concluded that the existence of the term ‘Negeri 

Sembilan’ must have been after the coming of Raja Melewar in 1773.  However, 

even though the term ‘Negeri Sembilan’ was not known yet, the states of Linggi, 

Sungai Ujong, Seri Menanti, Serting, Naning, Jempol and Rembau existed in the 

Portugese d’Eredita’s map (in 1613).  This proves that there were local occupants of 

these lands that were natives to the pre-existing states of the future Negeri Sembilan.  

Hence some of the nine states of Negeri Sembilan did exist but it was probably not 

identified by the same name or they could have been separate districts or even 

independent cities.   

These different districts had a tribe leader according to Adat Perpatih which 

was known as the Buapak.  Each Buapak leads his tribe/clan who ultimately could be 

similar to being the village leader or Ketua Kampung.  Though these two 

responsibilities carry different duties and might not necessarily correlate with each 

other, their main purpose are to lead and handle any disputes, cultural issues and 

family issues through democracy and Islam being the main influential base. This 

ultimately increases the question of who were the people living in these districts 

other than the aborigines (Winstedt, 1934).  This question is further supported by 

Yaakub (1996) where he questioned the acceptance of the majority of the 

Minangkabau people being the original settlers of Negeri Sembilan when there are 

evidences of local indigenous architecture which differed to that of the 

Minangkabau’s Rumah Gadang.  Figure 1.1 below illustrates the Portugese d’Eredia 

map in 1613 which located several Negeri Sembilan districts. 
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Figure 1.1  Portugese d'Eredia Map in 1613 (The National Library of Brazil)
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Negeri Sembilan was one of the earliest states in Malaysia that accepted a 

British Resident.  Martin Lister, who was appointed as the first British Resident in 

Negeri Sembilan from 1889 until 1897, was received by the Yam Tuan Besar in 

order to secure his political stance.  This political move was also due to the fact that 

British troops instigated the Bukit Putus War in 1875 whilst on the pursuit of Yam 

Tuan Antah on the orders of Dato’ Kelana Putera Sungai Ujong.  During this time, 

Istana Pulih, the residence of Yam Tuan Antah was burnt down by British troops and 

Yam Tuan Antah fled to the get the assistance of Sultan of Johor (Sheppard, 1969; 

Yaakub, 1996).  Due to this, the new Ruler was without a palace and without a 

symbol of power.  Since a palace was an important piece of administrative and 

residential architecture, a Ruler without a palace was seen as incomplete or a lesser 

of a Ruler.  Therefore, it can be regarded that Traditional Malay Royal Palaces are 

considered as architecture of the Royals and only a royal could implement certain 

design aspects of a palace.  Due to this, a better understanding of the architecture and 

the need for Astana Seri Menanti is needed through this study. 

1.2 Problem Statement 

In Malaysia, Traditional Malay Royal Palaces (TMRP) has different 

architectural identities which tie them to the royals and the states they were built in 

(Sheppard, 1969).  Many timber palaces in the different states of Malaysia still stand 

today due to the conservation and renovation efforts undertaken by the state 

governments (e.g. converted into museum for tourists).  The location, site selection 

and availability of local materials were important factors in the consideration of 

building a palace as were the skills and workmanship of the appointed wood carvers.  

The availability of local construction materials played an important role in the design 

and construction of the timber palace.  As timber was commonly found and grown 

locally, wood was the major construction materials used in vernacular architecture 

namely palaces, mosques and houses.  Furthermore, the usage of timber also allowed 

for unique styles of decorations and ornamentations in the form of woodcarvings that 

were used to add aesthetics to the buildings.  Timber used in the constructions of 

Traditional Malay Royal Palaces characterized the woodcarvings being used as a 



 
 

8 
 

form of ornamentations and decorative elements (Khan, 1983).  In the olden times, 

palaces were built to show power, wealth and were status symbols of the royals 

(Perbadanan Kemajuan Kraftangan Malaysia, 2009).  Hence, the need to have bigger 

and larger scales of palace buildings and complexes as a form of wealth among the 

royals became the standard norm during those times.  

Furthermore, it is important to understand that before the involvement of the 

British government in local affairs such as building planning and constructions, the 

most skilled wood worker was known as the Malay Tukang.  The Tukang built 

vernacular buildings according to the local measuring system, in accordance to the 

environmental needs of the surrounding and cultural system of the users.  For 

example, the Traditional Malay Houses built by the Tukang in Negeri Sembilan was 

constructed using local timber and traditional building methods which included 

design elements such as low entrances into the Rumah Ibu and the inclusion of attics 

for segregation of female family members when male guests are present.  As for the 

construction of Traditional Malay Royal Palaces, the Tukang designed and built 

palaces based on the local architectural design and cultural elements.  After the 

involvement of the British in local affairs, the construction of palaces was changed to 

masonry constructions and many western design elements were used in the design.  

With masonry construction, the people involved in the design and construction 

process also changed.  Now not only was the Tukang involved but a British 

Daftsman was also appointed for project management and documentation and 

Chinese contractors were hired to provide timber and manpower.  This became the 

widespread norm for construction process across Negeri Sembilan and the rest of 

Malaysia.   

When the need for the construction of a new palace for Yamtuan Muhammad 

was proposed, the British government was involved in the whole process.  A Malay 

Tukang was hired, a British Draftsman was appointed and a Chinese contractor was 

involved.  Astana Seri Menanti is a mid-rise vernacular palace which greatly 

resembles the architecture of Traditional Malay Houses in Negeri Sembilan 

(Nurdiyana, Raja Nafida, & Fawazul, 2017). Architecturally, Traditional Malay 

Royal Palaces are duplicates of Traditional Malay Houses and the local vernacular 

architecture (Abdul Razak, 1999).  However, the architectural influences of Astana 
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Seri Menanti need further investigation and clarification due to general beliefs of the 

palace architecture being of Minangkabau influences (Gibbs, 1987).  Nevertheless, 

according to Yaakub (1996), Negeri Sembilan vernacular architecture existed before 

the assimilation of the Minangkabau people.  This study addresses the problem of 

defining factors influencing the architecture of Astana Seri Menanti in Negeri 

Sembilan.  There is little information on what influenced the architecture of Astana 

Seri Menanti and it is impeccable that the future generations have a better 

understanding on this knowledge especially in the architectural heritage field. 

1.3 Research Aim 

The purpose of this study is to establish the factors involved in the palace 

architecture and their roles in shaping the design of Astana Seri Menanti. 

1.4 Research Objectives 

The objectives undertaken are divided into three which are to determine the 

intention behind the palace architecture, the architectural elements of the palace and 

factors involved in the design of the palace architecture. These factors will allow 

investigations into the architecture of Astana Seri Menanti and the objectives are as 

followed: 

a) To establish the context for the needs of constructing Astana Seri Menanti  

b) To identify the roles and involvements of the individual prominent figures of 

Astana Seri Menanti 

c) To establish the relationship of the prominent figures in shaping the final 

architecture of Astana Seri Menanti 
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1.5 Research Questions 

The research questions that were undertaken in this research encompass three 

questions which are: 

 

a) What is the circumstance that began the need for the construction of the 

Astana Seri Menanti to the Yamtuan?  

b) What are the significant responsibilities and contributions of the Tukang, the 

British draftsman and the Chinese contractor towards the Astana Seri 

Menanti?  

c) What kind of relationship did the Tukang, the British draftsman and the 

Chinese contractor have in developing the architecture of Astana Seri 

Menanti during the early Federated Malay State?  

1.6 Research Methodology 

The research methodologies undertaken in this research are qualitative 

methodologies which are important in understanding information gathered through 

several data collection techniques such as observations, document analysis and on-

site data collection (Borden & Ruedi, 2000).  A qualitative research is an 

investigation which is done to explore deeply, comprehend and interpret social 

occurrences within their natural settings by not only understanding the what, where 

and when of an event but also the why and how (Denzin & Lincoln, 1984).  The 

qualitative methodologies approaches undertaken in this study that were done in 

order to collect and analyze the qualitative data were determined as historical 

analysis, descriptive research and comparative studies.  This triangulation of methods 

allows for the data collection and analysis to be done systematically.   

The methodological approach of conducting a historical analysis is the study 

on the archival research which encompasses primary sources, secondary sources and 
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oral history.  This form of analysis is also known as Content Analysis and is used 

when documents and text that are printed or electronic are studied and investigated 

(Bowen, 2009).  For example in this study, documents from the National Archives 

such as Government Gazettes and reports are investigated to determine information 

needed.  The empirical research’s methodological approach is the study prepared 

during data collection when on the field, through observations and site visits at Seri 

Menanti and several other palaces.  This method allows for direct and real-time 

observation of palaces and their surrounding environments in order to determine the 

possible conditions of the areas during the old ages.  Further discussions on 

methodologies will be done in Chapter 3 of the research. 

1.7 Research Gap 

Based on previous and current scholarly studies done on Traditional Malay 

Royal Palaces in Malaysia, the research gap was determined and analyzed.  Studies 

on vernacular architecture of the Malays are abundant especially on topics such as 

designs of typologies of Malay Houses, design of Traditional Malay Houses (Yuan, 

1987) and Traditional Malay Mosques design and functions (Utaberta, 2007).  

Researches on Traditional Malay Royal Palaces however are varied across different 

topics such as the general image of Malay palaces (Abdul Halim, 1987), socio-

structure of royal families and their palaces (Siti Zainon, 1986) and palaces as an 

administration building (Alwi, 1994).  They gave an insight into specific topics of 

vernacular palaces from selected States in Malaysia as a whole.   

A variety of scholarly research on Traditional Malay Architecture focused 

mainly on topics such as architecture of vernacular buildings, elements of vernacular 

architecture and construction materials used in timber constructions (Gibbs, 1987).  

Topics on the vernacular architecture of the Malays can be further elaborated into 

subtopics such as residential buildings (Traditional Malay Houses), public buildings 

(religious and administrative buildings) and royal buildings (palaces).  Research 

topics on elements in vernacular architecture can be further separated into subtopics 

such as woodcarvings and ornamentations which includes typologies, motifs and 
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placements including influences and functions (Farish & Khoo, 2003).  Due to the 

nature of vernacular architecture having an abundant of ornamentations, there are 

ample studies on woodcarvings because they are unique features in Traditional 

Malay architecture (Abdul Halim, 1987). Topics under construction methods 

encompass a wide range of topics on timber constructions, acoustics and functions 

which could be further subdivided into the structural elements and aesthetics of the 

decorations.   

Topics that studied the architecture of palaces covered subtopics of functions 

of palaces, spaces in palaces (Winstedt, 1934), comparisons of palaces (Yaakub, 

1996) and typologies of palaces (Shepard, 1969).  Many researches were done on the 

architecture, functions and purpose of palaces and traditional royal palaces in 

comparison to modern palaces.  The study on the influences found in the architecture 

of the Traditional Malay Royal Palaces however was limited and mainly focused on 

the influences of the British on the architecture of palaces in Malaysia (Shepard, 

1969).  Hence the research gap in the scope of Traditional Malay Royal Palaces 

could be further expanded specifically in the topic of influences on the architecture 

of palaces.  

Influences on the architecture of palaces are an investigation into factors 

which could affect and influence the design of a palace such as cultural and societal 

factors and even religious factors.  Present researchers have done several studies on 

influences in palace architecture such as Siti Aisyah (2011) who studied on the roles 

of women in influencing the spatial layout of Istana Sepahcendera in Kedah and 

Zulayti (2009) who studied the influences of colonialism on dwellings and palace 

architecture in Malaysia.  Influences on palace architecture can also include effects in 

the spatial layout, spatial planning, aesthetics, scale, construction and many more 

factors in constructions.  For example, influences in the spatial layout and planning 

may produce a different typology of palace planning whereas influences on the size 

and scale of the palace may induce palace architecture that does not communicate 

their surrounding architecture.  Figure 1.2 below illustrates the research gap in this 

field and the focus of the study in the research.  
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Figure 1.2 Research gap undertaken in this study 
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1.8 Research Framework 

The research framework of the study can be divided into several topics and 

subtopics based on the main research matter.  The development of the problem 

statement was then used to develop the objectives and questions undertaken in the 

research as a guideline into the research findings.  The objectives as have been 

mentioned previously are to investigate the intentions behind the palace 

constructions, to determine the origin of the palace architecture and finally to specify 

the influences on the architecture of Astana Seri Menanti.  The topics encompassing 

the influences found on the architecture of Astana Seri Menanti and the literature 

reviews expand further this topic for discussion and investigation specifically on 

topics such as architecture of vernacular palaces, Traditional Malay Royal Palaces, 

woodcarvers and experts in timber works and discussions on timber palaces in 

Malaysia.   

Through the guidelines, the methodology of the research was determined to 

be qualitative as the collective data gathered was used to interpret and understand the 

phenomenon that of which is the Astana Seri Menanti within its natural context and 

surroundings.  The qualitative data includes historical analysis, empirical research, 

descriptive research and workshops with experts in the field.  Analysis and synthesis 

of the data collection was then prepared in order to achieve the research objectives 

and answer the research questions.  They were conducted through several stages 

which were archival analysis, comparative studies and also site visits and 

observations.  Findings conclude the research as the investigation will determine the 

influences on the architecture of Astana Seri Menanti.  Figure 1.3 below illustrates 

the research framework of this study. 
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Figure 1.3  Research framework undertaken in this study 

1.9 Scope and limitations 

The scope of the research focuses on two aspects which are on the the 

vernacular architecture of Traditional Malay Royal Palaces in Malaysia specifically 

palaces within the timeframe of late 1800s until early 1900s and secondly on the 

heritage and conservation aspect of the palace.  This is because the main research 

point is an investigation into Astana Seri Menanti which was built in the early 1900s 

hence to understand the building better the time period of the study has to correlate 

with the specific time frame.  Whereas the second aspect is due to the building being 

a heritage icon and a museum hence the conservative aspects of the building is 

important.  An investigation into the builders of these vernacular palaces is also vital 

as they were one of the key influential people in the traditional Malay towns to have 

the knowledge and skills needed to build the structures.  Hence an assessment of the 

types of works done by these carvers or Tukang is also important especially the 

Tukang for Astana Seri Menanti.  The study is limited to vernacular palaces within 

the specified time frame and the main focus is on Traditional Malay Royal Palaces in 

Negeri Sembilan specifically on Astana Seri Menanti and also limited to 

conservative efforts and repairs done after the construction of the Istana Besar was 

built in 1931.  It will be further discuss in the coming chapters on the functions of the 



 

palace after the residence was moved to the new palace hence, this limits the scope to 

after 1931.  Figure 1.4 below highlights the scope and limitations of the research.

Figure 1.4
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correct facts and information is delivered through the study.  
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palace after the residence was moved to the new palace hence, this limits the scope to 

below highlights the scope and limitations of the research.

4  Scope and limitations of research 

of Research 

of the research will contribute to the benefits of the society in 

understanding vernacular palace architecture considering the importance of 

conservation and heritage in today’s society.  By establishing the background of the 

palace during which it was built, researchers and students alike will have a clearer 

perception of the historical facts on the architecture of the palace.  From the 

misunderstandings and misinformation available nowadays, it is imperative that the 

correct facts and information is delivered through the study.  The significance in 

understanding the intentions behind the construction of Astana Seri Menanti allows 

for better judgement and perception behind the need and purpose of the palace during 

those times and for whom it was intended for.  Astana Seri Menanti was built by the 

decree from the ruler which was Yamtuan Tunku Muhammad to replace a burnt 

down palace as a new residential palace.  The significance in investigati

Seri Menanti is that the identity of the palace was determined 
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By establishing the background of the 

palace during which it was built, researchers and students alike will have a clearer 

perception of the historical facts on the architecture of the palace.  From the 

ys, it is imperative that the 
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down palace as a new residential palace.  The significance in investigating the 

Seri Menanti is that the identity of the palace was determined 
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as were the architectural elements and concept.  Furthermore, an investigation into 

the architecture of Astana Seri Menanti uncovered the influences on the architecture 

of the palace and the factors that influenced these influences. Hence, knowledge on 

the influences in timber palaces is increased and expanded in the field of vernacular 

palace architecture. 

1.11 Conclusion 

This chapter outlines the structure of the study through the aims, objectives, 

methodologies and the questions of the research.  This chapter acts as a guideline 

throughout the research in order to keep the study within the perimeters of the 

research.  The aim of the research keeps the study in line where as the objectives and 

research questions keep the study in perspectives.  Furthermore, the findings of the 

research will answer and follow the objectives as stated in this chapter and also 

provide answers to the questions determined through this study.   

 

In conclusion, it is important to understand that during the early Federated 

Malay State, Negeri Sembilan had just been united under one government and that 

the recently adopted system indirectly affected the vernacular architecture one way 

or another.  The political situation and tension during that time was also an 

influential factor The need for a royal palace was greater since Yamtuan Muhammad, 

who was newly elected royal leader was officially inaugurated but was a ‘King 

without a Palace’.  Hence, it is important for this study to investigate the 

development of the architecture of Astana Seri Menanti during the early Federated 

Malay State.  The following chapter will elaborate further the literature studies of the 

research as a background study and basis for the investigation. 
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