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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in fulfilment of
the requirement for the degree of Master of Science

IDENTIFICATION OF LANDSCAPE ELEMENTS IN
MALAYSIAN GARDEN DEVELOPMENT

By

KASHINO NAOHIRO

February 2018
Chair : Associate Prof Lar. Suhardi bin Maulan, PhD
Faculty : Design and Architecture

Malaysian garden might not have been developed to the equivalence of English, French,
Chinese, or Japanese garden. In the literature review, the achievement of developing
Malaysian garden might be determined parallel to cultural development similar with other
type of gardens. It is posited that Malaysian garden is currently at the preliminary
development stage of basic structure or ‘sub-structure.” The development of ‘sub-structure’
arguably will lead to the formation of the ‘base course’ of garden-making practice which
will then be transfer to be actual garden style or the ‘surface layer’. In order to identify the
basic or ‘sub-structure’ of Malaysian garden, three methods have been employed to
determine landscape elements perceived as important for Malaysian garden through the
relationship between nature and garden. From the web analysis, it is found that the garden
image is closely related with nature especially in the established garden cultures such as
Chinese, Japanese, French, and English garden. However, for Malaysian garden, analysis
found that there is no relationship between the images of Malaysian garden with Malaysian
nature. In the self-photo analysis, one hundred photographs of Malaysian landscape have
been analyzed through content analysis method. The analysis found that plants are the most
frequently used to representation Malaysian landscape followed by geographical feature
such as mountains, stones/rocks, and islands. Meanwhile, twelve ordinary Malaysian
consist of Malay, Chinese and Indian have been interviewed to identify their experiences
with landscape and nature from their pasts and the results were examined and analyzed.
The analysis reveals that the participants have positive attachment to nature especially
waterfalls, streams, forests and trees. The participants also enhanced the importance of
landscape spaces for social bonding, relationship to nature, village environment and family
affairs. Findings from these three methods are triangulated and, landscape elements are
categorized into primary, secondary and minor subjects in conclusion. Among the primary
elements are plants, moving water features and rocks and these elements are important to
be basic or sub-structure for Malaysian garden. Moreover, the landscape also must function



for community social activity spaces. These elements shall be included in the development
of Malaysian garden.
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Taman Malaysia mungkin telah tidak dibangunkan sama seperti taman Inggeris, Perancis,
China dan Jepun. Daripada kajian literatur, kejayaan membangunkan taman Malaysia
akan ditentukan selari dengan pembangunan budaya selari dengan pembangunan taman
lain yang telah dinyatakan. Adalah dinyatakan bahawa pembangunan taman Malaysia
kini adalah di peringkat pembangunan awal ataupun di panggil struktur asas.
Pembentukan struktur asas ini akan membentuk landasan utama kepada amalan
pembentukan taman sebelum permukaan utama rekaan dapat dibentuk. Di dalam usaha
untuk mengenal pasti struktur asas ini, tiga kaedah penyelidikan telah di jalankan untuk
mengenal pasti elemen landskap yang penting untuk taman Malaysia melalui hubungan
antara alam semulajadi dan taman. Melalui analisa laman web, telah ditemui bahawa
imej taman adalah berkait rapat dengan alam semulajadi sesuatu tempat terutamanya
bagi taman China, Jepun, Itali dan Inggeris. Namun, kajian mendapati imej taman di
Malaysia tidak melihatkan hubungan yang kuat dengan alam semujadi. Melalaui analisa
foto kendiri, sebanyak satu ratus foto alam semulajadi Malaysia telah di analisa. Dapatan
kajian mendapati bahawa tumbuh-tumbuhan adalah elemen landskap yang paling
banyak digunakan untuk mewakili alam semulajadi Malaysia diikuti oleh elemen
geografi seperti gunung, batu batan dan pulau. Manakala, didalam proses temubual
bersama dua belas orang rakyat Malaysia yang terdiri dari kaum Melayu, China dan India
bagi mengenalpasti pengalaman mereka dengan landskap dan alam sekitar, adalah
didapati bahawa mereka mempunyai perasaan positif kepada alam sekitar terutamanya
air terjun, aliran air, hutan dan tumbuh-tumbuhan. Mereka juga menyatakan hubungan
mereka dengan kepentingan kawasan landskap untuk ikatan sosial, hubungan mereka
dengan alam sekitar, suasana kampung dan bekeluarga. Dapatan dari 3 kaedah ini setelah
proses triangulasi dijalankan, kesimpulannya bahawa tumbuh-tumbuhan, elemen air
terutamanya yang mengalir serta batu-batuan adalah elemen landskap yang penting
untuk menjadi struktur asas kepada taman Malaysia. Selain itu landskap juga harus
berperanan untuk aktiviti sosial masyarakat Malaysia. Elemen ini perlu diterapkan
didalam membangunkan rekabentuk taman Malaysia.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

I have had a chance to visit south-east Asian countries; Thailand, Burma, Cambodia,
Vietnam, etc. In these countries of the south-east Asia which hold the important
part of Asia, I could find no garden which is traditionally inherited from the national
civilization. While in architectural field there are many examples built in their own
national style, the gardens seen there are only those of perfect European style which
the western people initiated in old days, or otherwise, there were no gardens at all
belonging to buildings. I could not see even the gardens of semi-foreign style. In
Japan, there exist deep relations between Buddhist civilization and gardens. We
may see many distinguished gardens maintained in the Buddhist temples anywhere
in Japan, but in south-east Asian countries, the temples seem quite unconcerned
about the gardens (O’no, K, 1963, p. 16).

O’no argues that there have not been a dominant garden culture established in South-
East Asian countries. He concludes that China is only another Asian culture that enhances
garden culture with nature within the human living environment, besides Japan. O’no
guesses that people in these places do not have a concept to create a garden.

When a particular culture develops its own garden identity, there must be a necessary
natural process during certain period of time. In the case of Malaysia, an opportunity for
garden development process might not have been given during the long colonial era by
Portuguese, Dutch, British, and Japanese. Therefore, a visualization of specific landscape
form could not occur to achieve a firm style of Malaysian garden. In other words,
Malaysian garden could have been achieved if an appropriate time line had permitted.

Apart from historical events which have always influenced the development of garden,
another matter that might catalyze garden development is a political order. One of the
examples is the French formalism garden which was rapidly developed by André Le
Notre (1613—-1700) under the financial support of King Louis XIV.

The new vista garden reached its zenith both in scale and unity at Vaux-le-Vicomte
and Versailles, both designed by the doyen of French garden architect, Andre le
Notre. Of these two, Vaux-le-Vicomte is much the superior as a work of garden art.
It has a freshness, vivacity and humanity of scale which the larger garden lacks. Its
creator, Nocolas Fouquet, was finance minister to Louis XIV (the Oldhams, 1980,
p. 183-184).

Malaysia too, may have had an opportunity during the peak time of Putrajaya
development in the late 1990s. Numerous landscape works with cultural attempts were
produced but the change of guard in Putrajaya discontinued the enthusiasm, resulting no
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new phases of achievement to have followed. Today, Malaysian garden identity has not
reached its maturity, presenting landscape developments as mosaic-patching universal
design styles, filling the blank spaces of cityscape.

1.1 Problem Statement

Garden seems to exist in every country and every town. When travelling abroad, travelers
often admire historical gardens recommended as tourists’ destinations in a travel guide.
Also while visiting relatives or friends, private gardens are presented with the owner’s
pride and enthusiasm. Garden is a fruit of cultural development, and is a result of human
activity.

The word ‘garden’ is found in English dictionary (The Concise Oxford Dictionary, 1995,
p. 558) as:-

1. a piece of ground, partly grassed and adjoining a private house, used for growing
flowers, fruit, or vegetables, and as a place of recreation.

. ornamental grounds laid out for public enjoyment (botanical gardens)

. a similar place with the service of refreshments (tea garden).

. a- (of plants) cultivated, not wild. b- for use in a garden (garden seat).

. a street, square, etc. ...

W W

Niwa, the equivalence of garden, is also defined in the Japanese dictionary (Daijisen,
Shougakukan, 1995, p. 2035) as:-

1. a ground in building compound with certain openness, where often plants are
planted and water features or earth mounds are provided (take care of Niwa,
build Niwa).

2. a place an event such as religious occasion or ceremony takes place (Niwa of
education, Niwa of battle).

3. an earthed floor of traditional house. ...

Hence, garden is commonly understood in English and Japanese as an outdoor space
often with cultivated plants, and seemingly related with human activities.

Gardens have been created by numerous communities in the history of mankind. Gardens
have always reflected particular communities’ life style, culture, social needs and
consequently philosophy. In other words, garden exhibits people’s way of life and story
and it should not be an exception in the context of Malay community in Malaysia.

It is noted that there are Malay words represent garden. In Times Kamus Dwibahasa
(1996), a garden is defined and categorized as follows:-



1. Bustan  flower garden (p. 597)

2. Laman  garden, area in front of the house (p. 765)

3. Taman  garden, court (pleasure, playing etc.) ground; hard-working (p. 925)
4. Ujana  garden, park (p. 959)

According to A Zamil, Z; Ismail, S & M Sabrizaa, AR (2014), the old manuscripts of
Nagarakartagama® describe the situation of gardens in Malay society as follows:-

At the time of Majapahit Kingdom in the 14th century, there is an extremely
beautiful palace garden, red stonewalled, thick and high. In front of the west
entrance, there is a square, and in the middle there is a circle. There is a Brahmana
tree (Ficus religiosa) of row upon row, lined-row Bodhi tree (Ficus rumphii),
Nagasari (Mesua ferrea) or Topen plant (Mallotus floribunda) and, Cempaka
(Michelia campaka) as well as flowering plants magnificently planted (Zamil,
Ismail & Sabrizaa, p. 58).

Hence, garden is presumed to be part of Malaysian (or rather Malay community’s)
culture, based on the description of garden found in the ancient texts. However, the same
garden concept is not seem to have been practiced to date.

Today, Malaysia consists not only of Malay community but also of Chinese and Indian
communities who had mingled and settled during the historical event of mining’s and
plantation industry’s thriving period from 18" to 19™ century. According to Malaysia
Demographics Profile (2016), Chinese compose 22.6% of Malaysian population, Indians
9.2%, Malays 50.1% and indigenous community at 11.8%. This distribution signifies the
cultural diversity in determining matters on Malaysian garden.

According to Oldham, J & R (1980), Poet Ssu-ma H 'siang-ju wrote of a Chinese hunting
park and pleasure ground built by the Emperor Ch’in Shih Huang Ti of Ch’in Dynasty
(221 -207 B.C.) as follows:-

Have you not heard of the Shang-Lin Park of the Son of Heaven? Within the park
spring the Pa and Ch an rivers, the Feng, the Hao, the Lao and the Chueh, twisting
and turning their way through the reaches of the park...they race and tumble,
pouring through the chasms of Pepper Hill, skirting the banks of the river islets,
winding through the cinnamon forests, and cross the broad meadows... Behind
them rise the tall mountains, lofty crests lifted to the sky...(the Oldhams, 1980, p.
39).

From the Oldhams’ description, it is learnt that Chinese culture is inclined to admire and
enjoy nature in a park/ garden at ancient times. Nature was not only concluded within
the park/ garden, but extended to the river, mountains and the sky.

! Nagarakartagama : According to Shaharir M.Z & Alinor M.B.A K. (2017), Nagarakartagama
was witten by Prapanca 1365 AD



The Oldhams also elaborate garden development in India particularly in the context of
Hinduism, Buddhism and Islamic influences. According to the Oldhams, one of the
oldest evidences of a garden was the depiction on Ajanta murals dated 400 - 700 A.D.
Among other evidences are garden of Humayan’s Tomb in Delhi, the water channel of
Ram Bagh, the water ladders of Shalimar Bagh, garden of Nishat Bagh at Dal Lake in
Kashmir, and the garden of Taj Mahal that provides insight on rich garden culture and
history in the Indian society.

Chinese and Indians have settled in Malaysia for approximately three hundred years and
live together with the Malays today. These three communities make up majority of
Malaysian populace and interestingly all of the communities have their own garden
history and tradition. From social evolutionary point of view, there should be a Malaysian
garden by now, but one may have difficulty to see it.

Fruit trees such as coconut and rambutan in the images of Malay garden do not really
represent a Malaysian garden in comparison with the mosses and bonsai in the images
of Japanese garden. In addition, Malaysian urban parks such as Kuala Lumpur Lake
Garden and Taiping Lake Garden are very much influenced by English natural
romanticism landscape. Further, the contemporary landscape design either in commercial,
housing or public spaces are similar to those observed in other part of the world and in
the international urban landscape magazines. Therefore, the identity of Malaysian garden
is unclear. Why?

Here are the questions this research intends to answer along with the progress of study:-

1. Why is it hard to visualize Malaysian garden?
2. Is Malaysian garden possible to be developed as a specific style?
3. What could landscape elements in Malaysian garden be like?

1.2 Research Goal and Objectives

The goal of this study is to explore Malaysian landscape and its elements that are relevant
to Malaysian garden, so that the findings can be utilized as a guideline for Malaysian
garden concerns. In order to achieve the goal of the study, the following objectives have
been outlined:-

1. To explore people’s perception of landscape that is important for Malaysia,

2. To identify people’s perception of landscape elements that matter to a
development of Malaysian garden, and

3. To provide implication of research findings for the actual development of
Malaysian garden.



1.3 Significance of the Research

This study is important and here are the considerable reasons:-

Firstly, sequence of garden development will be known to people by the result of this
study. Garden must have certain mechanism to begin, establish itself and be presented to
an existence. By tracing the path of garden developing process, a new garden culture
might be established.

Secondly, Malaysian cultural identity in landscape architecture, perhaps not wholly but
partially, will be revealed by this study. A revelation of genuine Malaysian garden
principle may help garden designers and landscape architects as a reference for design.

Thirdly, the needs for provision of landscape spaces can be understood in better way by
various professions involved in landscape development such as architects, engineers and
town planners. As to date, landscape spaces have been provided by them as rectangular
left over spaces, limiting opportunity for the site to attain meanings as a garden.

14 Scope and Limitation

This study is designed to cover the following scope:-

1. Garden is the concerning matter, and landscape in general is covered as an extension
of the former,

2. The result shall be limited to Malaysian context only and not be applied to other part
of the world,

3. Understanding of garden is from the perspective of ordinary people but not from the
view of garden experts such as landscape architects and landscape artists.

1.5 Thesis Arrangement

Upon clarification of goals and objectives in the introduction chapter, relevant literature
regarding to landscape and garden development will be analyzed in Chapter 2. At first,
how garden has been developed should be examined in well-known gardens of the world.
Along the way, details of some of famous gardens are looked into. From there, garden
culture needs to be studied in its process how it is usually developed. After that,
Malaysian context in garden achievement is to be examined.

The explanation of the study method is covered in Chapter 3. The method consists of 1-
Web analysis for macro views of gardens globally and locally, 2- professional views of
Malaysian landscape by Self-photo observation and 3- public views of nature by
Malaysians via Interview.



Chapter 4, 5 and 6 will discuss the findings and the implications of the study, before the
entire research be concluded in Chapter 7.
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