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This study aimed to explain the synthesis design approach of the architectural expression in the Town 

Hall building of Kupang city. This is necessary due to the need for Town Halls, as public facilities, to 

reflect technically correct building standards, environment, and the aspects of political symbolism. 

Kupang Town Hall design uses the roof image expression of the Timor, Flores, and Sumba ethnic 

architecture in a harmonious composition and this means it is an example of an ethnic architectural 

synthesis in a modern building which represents a function, meaning, modernity, and local cultural 

identity. This research employed the social semiotics method to examine the design in relation to the 

surrounding social life context and the design was found to be produced from the symbolic regionalism 

approach which involved mixing the architectural images of Timorese, Flores, and Sumba ethnicities 

to modernize and conserve ethnic architecture and represent the cultural identity of East Nusa Tenggara. 

This, therefore, means architectural synthesis methods which are established on the symbolic 

regionalism approach have the potential to be used in designing public facilities in different places of 

Indonesia to reveal local cultural identities in modern buildings through symbolism based on an ethnic 

architectural image. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

 
The technological revolution, especially digital 

technology, has changed global life towards 

integration and transformation (Skelton & Allen, 

1999) and this is reflected in the economy and 

urban restructuring and planning approaches 

based on information flows, and human 

perception of the future (Harrison, 1995). This 

means globalization has become the new 

worldwide reality experienced by all without an 

exception. 

Globalization occurs in different human life 

dimensions and homogenization and cultural 

hybridity are some of the observable impacts 

(Rakhmawati, 2017). Meanwhile, the 

homogenization phenomenon is often referred to 

as universalization (Frampton, 1983) and this is 

important due to the obstacles usually faced by 

local culture to survive modernization in urban 

areas (Yuwono & Wardiningsih, 2016). 

Moreover, globalization has changed the socio-

economic aspects, especially in the patterns of 

human work and life order (Perrons, 2004) and 

this is evident from the threat to the spatial 

structure and life of the Tambaklorok fishing 

community due to the gradual increase in sea 

level by 8 cm annually which threatens to drown 

the villages (Kristina & Tyas, 2018).  

Globalization related to the digital or 

technological revolution has several good and 

bad consequences on the economy, politics, 

culture, and several other aspects (Harwati, 2013) 

and also presents new challenges and hopes in the 

form of new economic, political, and cultural 

developments (Brysk & Shafir, 2004). Moreover, 

global-local culture has also emerged after 

transformation due to the flow of globalization 

(Daryana & Murwaningrum, 2018) and this 

subsequently leads to challenges and 

opportunities to grow and develop based on local 

wisdom (D Skillsi, Soemarno, & Setijanti, 2015). 

Meanwhile, the regionalism movement in 

architecture is one of the developing phenomena 

responding to globalization and the desire to 

maintain local identity. 

Regionalism is applied to urban spaces such as 

Kosovo where it aimed to elevate "regional 

modernism" to city landmarks (Jashari-Kajtazi & 

Jakupi, 2017) and landscape architecture 

(Bowring & Swaffield, 2004). The concept has 

also been applied to housing projects in Dacca 

(Haggerty, 2017) and Kharthoum (Bani, 2015). 

Public facilities in Singapore Conference Hall 

and Trade Union House were also reported to 

have been designed using a regionalism approach 

(Crinson, 2008). The same was found in tourist 

facilities in the form of a Meuble Centre in 

Juwiring to attract and support tourism 

(Khairanisa, Setyawan, & Farkhan, 2017) as well 

as the Malang Ceramics Craft Centre (Silmi, 

Suparno, & Paramita, 2017). 

Regionalism is sometimes referred to as 

contemporary architectural terminology and the 

efforts to present individual and cultural identities 

have been reported in the contemporary 

architectural design of housing in Lahore (Malik 

& Hassan, 2019) and Malaysia (Fatimah et al., 

2018). The design is also expected to provide 

psychological satisfaction to occupants apart 

from its ability to reflect the cultural identities as 

seen in the Isfahan case in Iran (A. Sajad & A. 

Sajad, 2016). Moreover, effort has been made to 

maintain the ancient principle of Vastu Shastra 

from India in Kashan, Iran to produce spiritual 

health for the residents (A. Sajad & A. Sajad, 

2016). 

The concept of regionalism has been applied to 

several hotels in Yogyakarta using the cultural-

historical associative and local value-based 

critical regionalism approaches (Rohmawati et al., 

2007). It has also been found in the hotels and 

spas design in Bali to fulfil international quality 

standards and create a Balinese identity (Adani, 

Suroto, & Purwani, 2017). The concept was 

observed to be integrated into the design of 

worship facilities such as the traditional 

Acehnese architecture at the Bujang Salim 

Mosque in Krueng Geeukeuh (Dafrina, Purnama 

Lisa, Siska, & Nurhaiza, 2017) and public 

facilities including Town Halls which certainly 

need to have certain architectural expressions. 

Several studies have been developed and 

published in scientific journals on Town Hall 

architecture and this is majorly due to its need to 

fulfil certain requirements associated with the 

natural environment (Widodo, 2019; Subroto, 

2019) and political symbolic expression (Michael, 

Hadjichristos, Bougiatioti, & Oikonomou, 2010). 

In terms of the spatial layout, the design also 

needs to consider end-user aspects (Valand, 2011) 

including the ergonomic (Holden & Valdez, 

2019), acoustic (Marshall & Hyde, 1982), natural 

lighting (Balocco & Frangioni, 2010), and space 

conditioning (Voll & Seinre, 2012). 

A Town Hall requires an outer space arrangement 

to support its status as a public facility and also 
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need to reflect its function and symbolism 

visually and spatially (Cirkovic, 2016 and 

Khelifa-Rouaissia & Boulkroune, 2017). In the 

historical perspective, it is important to consider 

a Town Hall as part of architectural heritage 

(Kuśnierz-Krupa, Figurska-Dudek, & 

Malczewska, 2019) architectural conservation in 

its design has been reported to require a cross-

disciplinary approach (McHugh, 2020). The 

Aceh Governor's Office in Lhokseumawe even 

adopted the traditional Acehnese architecture as 

part of the architectural regionalism approach 

(Nurkarismaya, Siahaan, & Eddy, 2020).  

This research, therefore, examined the 

architectural expressions in the Town Hall design 

at Kupang, East Nusa Tenggara province which 

uses roof elements from three ethnic architectures 

including Timor, Flores, and Sumba. This was 

based on the context that the East Nusa Tenggara 

has different ethnicities which require the 

architectural design of the Town Hall to be the 

pride of its multi-ethnic citizens. Moreover, the 

underlying architectural approach which is the 

symbolic regionalism used in the architectural 

expression synthesis of the Kupang Town Hall 

was also analysed. 

Regionalism in architecture 

Architectural regionalism was developed as a 

response to the challenges faced at a particular 

time and the concept has received great attention 

since 1980 (Eggener, 2002) but observed to have 

faded starting from 1990 (Moore, 2007). A new 

regionalism was developed in 1990 in response to 

globalization (Peterson, Mcalpine, Ward, & 

Rayner, 2007) and known as the critical 

regionalism in architecture which was basically 

intended to encourage a dialectic of universal 

civilization with national culture (Crinson, 2008). 

Its impact was experienced in urban spatial 

design and architectural landscape in the form of 

contemporary architectural designs (Lefaivre & 

Tzonis, 2004). It is, however, important to note 

that regional identity or regionality is a character 

while regionalism is the approach or method used 

to produce it (Maria Immaculata Hidayatun, 

Prijotomo, & Rachmawati, 2012). 

The essence of regionalism is to respond to the 

architectural homogenization caused by the 

modern architectural movement while promoting 

the mediation of universal civilization and local 

culture (Paiva Henrique, 2013). It is also 

considered a criticism of modernism (Pour, 2015) 

based on its effort to connect the past with the 

present using unique products related to certain 

places, cultures, and climates (Yang, 2009). 

Regionalism is seen as a way of synthesizing 

modern culture with individualistic elements in 

local culture (Botz-Bornstein, 2016) and also 

considered to correct the sterility and abstraction 

of modern architecture by displaying the strength 

of the local context, needs, and potential (Bahga 

& Raheja, 2019).  

Regionalism is in a certain sense associated with 

climate due to the belief in the strong support of 

"environmentalism" in the form of "ecological 

architecture" to the concept of critical 

regionalism (Poon, 2019) and this is evident in 

the "tropical regionalism" developed and 

pioneered by Ken Yeang (Yeang, 1987). It is also 

recently closely associated with sustainable 

development through the bioclimatic approach 

(Olgyay, 2015) and also related to the need to 

adapt architecture to climate based on belief (LE, 

2018). 

Another version of regionalism is closely 

associated with the local community spirit in 

order to produce an architectural design which 

expresses this spirit (Hibbard, Mason, & Weitze, 

2010). For example, the Youth Centre facility in 

Magelang is designed with a critical regionalism 

approach to express the younger generation spirit 

(Arifah, Singgih, & Marsudi, 2017). Moreover, 

the experience in India shows the ability of this 

concept to produce architectural works with a 

strong character (Bahga & Raheja, 2018) due to 

the capability of the critical regionalism to raise 

the opportunity and universality values in the 

works produced at the same time (Maria I 

Hidayatun, Prijotomo, & Rachmawati, 2013) as a 

counterweight to universalization in the 

globalization era (Crinson, 2008).  

The regionalism founded on ethnic architecture 

has become a separate trend in Indonesia with 

some seeing "archipelago architecture" as the 

basis for the formation of "Indonesian 

Architectural Regionalism" (Maria I Hidayatun, 

Prijotomo, & Rachmawati, 2014) while some 

believe "local architecture" spread throughout 

Indonesia is the Mother Earth (Ibu Pertiwi) for 

architectural works created now and the future 

(Purbadi, 2010). The interpretation of ethnic 

architecture elements was typically used as an 

alternative to developing critical regionalism 

(Maulana & Suswati, 2014; Tuan, Song, Truong, 

Verne, & Innovantes, 2019). Moreover, the 

aspects of tangible and intangible elements in 

architecture such as positive feedback from the 
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space user or observer are very useful in design 

(Azmi, Harumain, Ali, Zaini, & Abdullah, 2017) 

and are particularly aesthetic when elements 

originate from precedents (Shahedi, 2012). 

Regionalism focuses on the roof image of ethnic 

architecture as an alternative to be considered due 

to its importance to the Indonesian ethnic 

architecture. It is, however, important to define 

the ethnic architecture as the right terminology 

used in describing the architecture developed 

among ethnic groups throughout Indonesia 

(Purbadi, 2019) while the regionalism in the 

country is expected to be based on the Bhinneka 

Tunggal Ika philosophy (Maria I Hidayatun, 2018) 

in line with the concept of elevating nationalism 

(Spivak, 2014). There is, in fact, a view which 

considers Mangunwijaya's concept of Wastu 

Citra as a regionalism local wisdom in the 

Indonesian architecture (Loanoto, 2019). 

The observation of regionalism phenomenon in 

Indonesia has shown at least two categories 

which are mimetic and symbolic. The mimetic 

regionalism is the architectural design which 

takes and attach ethnic architectural elements 

directly into designs characterized by modern 

architecture. It focuses more on the visual aspects 

suitable to be combined with modern 

architectural styles without considering the 

meaning and values underlying the adopted 

ethnic architectural elements. This means the 

substance used is limited to tangible ethnic 

architectural elements such as the appearance, 

structure, ornaments, and landscape layout. 

Symbolic regionalism is different due to its 

establishment on the critical approach which 

considers the original value and meaning of the 

ethnic architectural elements used in the design to 

produce modern designs while simultaneously 

transmitting local identities. The elements are 

managed intelligently in such a way that the 

architect incorporates the elements of modern 

culture and also maintain the original meanings 

and values. This, therefore, means the composed 

substance is an intangible element from an ethnic 

architectural element which focuses on the value 

and meaning aspects. 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 

The architectural discourse in Indonesia has been 

circling traditional architectural themes which is 

a synthesis of traditional architecture with 

European styles as well as the architecture 

influenced by modern or international 

architecture (Salura, Clarissa, & Lake, 2020a).  

This study included one of these themes which is 

the determination of the relationship between 

ethnic and modern architectures using the 

architectural design of the Kupang Town Hall 

inaugurated in 1996 to coincide with the 

anniversary of the Kupang City as the research 

object (Lake et al., 2020). An interesting aspect 

of the Town Hall design is its architectural 

expression as indicated by the roof from Timor, 

Flores, and Sumba ethnic groups in one building 

which makes it an important attribute. Meanwhile, 

the building also reflects modern architectural 

design patterns which tend to have strong 

symmetrical aspects. This combination of ethnic 

elements and modern architecture, therefore, 

indicates a regionalism approach. 

Figure 1 shows the three architectural roofs are 

joined together with one straight line to 

strengthen the symmetry of the Town Hall 

architecture while the round roof at the bottom is 

joined by a rectangular roof in the middle and 

later peaks at the top with a rectangular roof and 

a tower character. There is also a strong sense of 

verticalism which is balanced with horizontalism 

in a strong symmetrical arrangement. The Town 

Hall building generally has strong 

monumentalism characterized by modern 

architecture and clearly expresses the cultural 

identity of East Nusa Tenggara at the same time. 

 

  

Figure 1: Three-dimensional Image View (above) 

and Front View (below) of Kupang Town Hall. 

Source: (Lake et al., 2020) 

 



75  Journal of Design and Built Environment, Vol 20(3) 71-84, December 2020      Y.D. Purbadi. et al. 

The roof structure of the Town Hall is in a linear 

order but has a hierarchy through the use of the 

floor height. The lowermost roof was also 

observed to be arranged based on circular 

geometry even though the plan is rectangular and 

the second and third roofs above are built using 

the rectangular geometry. This aesthetically 

means the geometric composition includes a 

circle, a rectangle, and a larger rectangle and they 

are all directed towards creating a consistent 

symmetry in the building with the centre as the 

main point of interest for the overall mass. 

 

Cultural references are an important element in 

architecture as observed in the round roof of 

ethnic Dawan architecture which is used as an 

umbrella element in the ground floor space or the 

entrance to the Town Hall building. The Flores 

house roof is placed above the building and used 

as the umbrella for the second-floor space while 

the third top roof with a rectangular geometric 

base derived from the Sumba ethnic architecture 

covers the third-floor space. These three shapes 

are composed by considering the three-

dimensional geometric harmony to produce a 

harmonious composition. Meanwhile, the front 

view is consistently symmetrical and the side 

view shows a height difference which represents 

the hierarchical composition of the aesthetics. 

 

The Kupang Town Hall design generally shows 

the ability of the ethnic architectural elements to 

compose with modern cultural elements towards 

producing modern architectural works with local 

identity. The design also reflects the Town Hall 

geometry indicates the inner spatial arrangement 

characterized by a rectangular geometry which 

functions as public service offices in the form of 

multi-storey buildings and this is the evidence of 

architectural modernity. Meanwhile, the building 

roof created from the three ethnic architectures of 

East Nusa Tenggara is an important feature of the 

local identity disclosure which is the cultural 

representation of the area. 

 

The semiotic-social method was used in this 

research (Van Leeuwen, 2005) to examine the 

semiotics phenomenon in people's lives by 

interpreting the roof shape and location of the 

Town Hall in relation to the use of roofs in the 

socio-cultural context. The research made an 

effort to connect signs and also to determine the 

function and the meaning and value in a social 

context. The method also disclosed the 

background of the sign utilization by showing the 

external factors influencing the users and this 

level required the deep development of semiotics 

into social semiotics which sees the sign 

phenomenon as part of people's lives. The process 

of critical-interpretation in social semiotics also 

indicate signs and characteristics of the 

regionalism approach. 

 

3. RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

 

3.1 Symbolic architectural expression at the 

Kupang Town Hall 

 

Modern expressions and local symbols are the 

main impressions of the Kupang Town Hall 

design and the architectural elements are 

uniquely related to the roof shape. Three ethnic 

roof images including the lopo building from 

Timor, Sa'o from Flores, and the tower from 

Sumba (Lake et al., 2020) were used in the hall in 

an attempt to represent the form, meaning, and 

value of ethnic architecture. This effort is 

considered natural due to the fact that the roof is 

one of the most prominent features of ethnic 

architecture in Indonesia. 

The front roof was obtained from the lopo (barn) 

in Timor (Dawan) and the elements of the ethnic 

group is also reflected at the front of the Town 

Hall. It is important to note that the Dawan tribe 

is the largest ethnic group on Timor Island and 

this is observed in the Kupang Town Hall. For 

example, the Lopo in Kaenbaun village is an 

important building related to the local concept of 

"women and men" (feto-mone) which are eternal 

fundamental elements used in creating life 

(Purbadi, 2010) and observed to be very similar 

to the Yin-Yang concept in Chinese culture. The 

Lopo is, therefore, essentially a men's room 

(mone) or an outside place for men or neighbours 

to gather (Purbadi, 2017). 
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Figure 2: Image of a Lopo roof at Town Hall 

Kupang (above) and Lopo Tolas Kaenbaun from 

Kaenbaun Village (below); Source: above (Lake 

et al., 2020) and below (Purbadi, 2010) 

 

In line with the aspect of the roof shape, the lopo 

is built with a rectangular geometry on the plan 

and the curvature on the roof. The rectangular 

plan involves the use of columns on the four lopo 

corners to create a space under the curved roof 

which is a meeting room with a rectangular 

pattern, a curved roof, and a halabena or thick and 

long planks which is usually in 4 pieces placed 

between columns and around the midpoint. 

Moreover, household utensils such as the three 

types of mortars for pounding rice, corn, and 

chillies are mostly found in the space (Purbadi, 

2010). 

 

In line with the aspect of the traditional function, 

lopo is an open space to welcome guests either 

from the garden, a neighbour's house, or someone 

passing on the road. In the tradition of Timor 

villages in the past, the living room of this modern 

era was not existing due to the existence of only 

two building typologies which are the lopo and 

roundhouse. The lopo is placed as the front or 

outside room while the roundhouse (umebubu) is 

behind or inside and this means the adoption of 

lopo as a roof at the Kupang Town Hall is to 

depict being in front, openness, and presence 

which are suitable for the Town Hall entrance. 

 

Based on the aspect of meaning, lopo is a building 

for men as well as a living space and a place for 

men to meet. It is usually located at the front of 

the house in the Dawan tradition and serve as the 

guardian of the roundhouse (umebubu) which is 

located nearby (Purbadi, 2010). Furthermore, 

lopo means the front room which serves as a link 

between the inner zone of a house and the outside. 

This means it is a living room in modern 

architecture where residents meet with people 

from the outside. 

These interpretations showed the approach used 

is not merely a "copy and paste" of ethnic 

architectural elements but a critical evaluation of 

the original values and meanings analysed, 

discussed, and adjusted to modern situations. 

Moreover, the intangible substance aspect of the 

reference serves as an important function for the 

design in critical thinking-based regionalism and 

this involves the maintenance of the original 

values and meanings of the ethnic architectural 

elements using modern elements. The symbolic 

expression also makes use of modern elements 

such as the structural, construction, and material 

technology and this further indicates the 

application of a symbolic expression method. 

 

The middle roof is the Sa'o from the Lio village 

in Ende, Flores which is one of the typical houses 

building in the Lio tribe community at the 

Wologai traditional village (Ch. Lake, 2016). It is 

generally stilt buildings or a floor raised above the 

ground and the number in the Wologai traditional 

village was found to be 20 units with each used 

for different traditional ceremonies due to the 

variations of the rituals and the need to represent 

the lineage of the Lio people living in customary 

villages. The same phenomenon was observed in 

Sumba, especially in the main village, with the 

buildings which form the traditional villages 

found to be tribal houses (kabisu) erected to be 

facing each other around an open or field (Purbadi, 

2018). 

 

In line with the aspect of shape, the Sa'o roof 

shows a two-point pyramid shape with a 

rectangular floor plan and several attempts have 

been made to transit from a circular to a rectangle 

base plan with the top of the roof point changed 

to the roofline from the perspective of its relation 

with lopo. These efforts are reasonable due to the 

increase in the width of the building and the 

subsequent need for a rectangular geometric 

space and this geometrically means there is a 

controlled change in relation to the creation of a 

continuous and naturally interconnected space. 

Based on the function aspect, the Sa'o roof serves 

as a sacred and social building (Ch. Lake, 2016). 

It is traditionally a place of ritual for tribal people 

and those with the same blood or descent and also 

serves as a meeting place for them to negotiate or 

discuss matters related to the lives of residents, 

tribes, and the whole village (Ch. Lake, 2016). 

This functions of Sa'o are similar to those of the 

kabisu house in the Sumba tradition at the main 

village which represents the tribes in the structure 

of the customary community (Purbadi, 2018). 
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Figure 3: Roof images of the Sa'o Keda (above) 

and Sa'o Keda from Wologai village (below); 

Source: above (Lake et al., 2020) and below 

(Ch. Lake, 2016) 

 

In line with the aspect of meaning, the Sa'o 

building represents the tribe in the traditional 

village (Ch. Lake, 2016) and has close blood, 

social, and religious ties with the tribesmen. It is 

a place of orientation for families in a village and 

its presence indicates the existence of every tribe 

and family. Therefore, the use of Sa'o as an 

element in the Kupang Town Hall design directly 

indicates the symbolism of the involvement of 

tribes in public facilities as represented by the 

image expression of the Sa'o roof. 

 

The interpretation showed the approach used is 

not a "copy and paste" of ethnic architectural 

elements in the modern office building of the 

Town Hall in Kupang but rather involves critical 

thinking on the original values and meanings 

which were later then raised and adapted to 

modern situations. Moreover, the intangible 

substance aspect of the reference serves as an 

important function for the design in critical 

thinking-based regionalism and this involves the 

maintenance of the original values and meanings 

of the ethnic architectural elements using modern 

elements. The symbolic expression also makes 

use of modern elements such as the structural, 

construction, and material technology and this 

further indicates the application of a symbolic 

expression method. 

 

The top or highest roof observed from the image 

of the architectural roof shape in the Sumba house 

belongs to the Rato's house in Galubakul 

Traditional Village, Central Sumba which is a 

sub-part of the Laitarung Traditional Village 

located on a hill (Purbadi, 2018). The Sumba 

culture has the traditions of "primary village" and 

"secondary village" as observed in Kaenbaun 

(Purbadi, 2010) and its architectural tradition 

defines the highest roof in the traditional village 

house as the Rato which means the village leader. 

This roof also has one holy pillar with a special 

Mayela wood (Purbadi, 2018) and a secondary 

village are expected not to have roofs exceeding 

those in the primary village. 

 

 

 
Figure 4: Roof image of Sumba's house tower 

(above) and the Rato's house tower from Galu 

Bakul village, Central Sumba (below).  

Source: above (Lake et al., 2020) and below 

(Purbadi, 2018) 

 

The aspect of the highest roof shape showed the 

Kupang Town Hall looks like a tall tower and its 

roof was observed to be geometrically 

symmetrical and based on a rectangular plan 

geometry which is the basis for the plan formation 

in the Sumba tradition. This plan is used in 

creating a residential layout which emphasizes 
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the living room and extends to other four winds 

which are the vestibule, backroom, left room, and 

right room. Moreover, the living room with the 

tower roof serves as a family fireplace room and 

also as a sacred family kitchen (Purbadi, 2018). 

 

The function aspect traditionally shows the tower 

roof as the upper room and the third part (uma 

deta) in the space concept of the Sumba ethnic 

house which is followed by the human space 

(uma dei) and bottom space for animals (uma 

kambunga) (Tanrim, Stefani, Cynthia, Stefanie, 

& Wijaya, 2014). The highest part (uma deta) in 

the form of a tower is a sacred space for living 

marapu, ancestors, and to store family assets and 

heirlooms (Purbadi, 2018). The existence of this 

tower roof is another visual function considering 

its quite prominent height. 

 

The meaning aspect shows the tower roof is a 

sacred space or the world above in the spatial 

thinking of the Sumba house (Purbadi, 2018). The 

shape, location, and height indicate the existence 

of space higher than humans which are on the 2nd 

floor and animals on the ground floor. The tall 

and conical tower conveys the meaning of a 

sacred space ruling over people and animals in the 

world and the existence of marapu, ancestors, and 

family heirlooms signify its sanctity (Purbadi, 

2018). 

 

These interpretations show the approach used 

was symbolic regionalism which emphasizes the 

original value and meaning rather than the form. 

Moreover, the traditional values and meanings 

were formulated, selected, and adjusted to the 

modern situation and expressed symbolically 

using a fixed form, position, and meaning. This 

means the design approach prioritizes the value 

and symbolism of the roof element as a reference. 

 

3.2 Roof image as a symbolic element in ethnic 

architecture 

 

The roofs on residential buildings in ethnic 

communities are an important element and 

contain cultural significance. For example, the 

roof of the Sasadu traditional house including the 

big and musyawarah houses in the Jailolo 

community of West Halmahera reflects the 

community's philosophy of life (Wakim, 2018). 

Moreover, roof shape has become an important 

indicator of the tribal identity related to the ethnic 

distribution among the Bakumpai Dayak tribe 

(Mentayani, 2008) and the distinctive roof shape 

in the limas house in Palembang also shows the 

civility of the indigenous people with courtesy 

(Rakhman, 2015). The roof is also the identity of 

the Malay ethnic architecture for the Majo 

Kampar tribe (Faisal, 2019) and san important 

element in the preservation of the traditional 

housing environment for the Using community, 

Kemiren village, Malang (Nur, Antariksa, & Sari, 

2009). 

 

It is important to understand the reasons for the 

selection of Timor, Flores, and Sumba roof as an 

important element in the Kupang Town Hall 

design. There are three major islands in the East 

Nusa Tenggara Province and they are Timor, 

Flores, and Sumba and since Kupang is the 

capital of the province, there is a need for 

adequate representation in its cultural system, 

including the architectural design and this was 

achieved through a mixed culture approach using 

the elements of ethnic culture. Therefore, it was 

only natural to select the architecture of these 

three islands to represent the East Nusa Tenggara 

identity as expressed in the Kupang Town Hall 

design. 

 

The roof is an important element in the ethnic 

architecture design and has become a volatile 

architectural element due to the influence of 

technology, resources, economic, social, and 

cultural conditions at a time (Aswati, 2018) as 

well as the potential to design a roof based on 

cultural acculturation intentions. The roof 

observed in the architectural tradition of Timor, 

Flores, and Sumba have a unique geometric shape 

according to local traditions with the lopo roof in 

Timor adopted from the roundhouse with a 

geometric shape which blends like a man and a 

woman while the rectangular roof and top 

discovered in the form of a line in Flores and 

Sumba convey show the living room is an 

important space. 

 

The roof in the architectural culture of Timor, 

Flores, and Sumba represents the crown of the 

house buildings and also considered an important 

and sacred part of the head (Purbadi, 2018). Its 

function as a head or crown is a major 

architectural element with the head representing 

the world above or sacred heaven. The ethnic 

tradition of East Nusa Tenggara believes the 

sacredness of space is always represented in the 

form of building elements including the roof 

which is the expression of the traditional thoughts 

in symbolic terms. 
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The image of a simple roof is shown in the ethnic 

architecture of Timor, Flores, and Sumba with the 

towering roof considered part of the architectural 

aesthetics while the upward space or orientation 

is one of the important concepts in East Nusa 

Tenggara culture. Moreover, the ancestors living 

in heaven and homes are symbolized using the 

roof and the surrounding space (Purbadi, 2018). 

Sacredness is one of the values required to be 

expressed in ethnic architecture and this is 

expected to be present in the Kupang Town Hall 

in order to demonstrate a sense and respect for the 

sacred eternal world. Furthermore, representation 

and presence are important traditions in society 

such as the presence of all tribesmen in a 

ceremony initiated to renovate the tribal house in 

Kaenbaun village (Purbadi, 2010). 

 

The symmetrical roof image is a tradition 

discovered throughout the ethnic architecture of 

the East Nusa Tenggara region. The middle axis 

is important in the house spatial layout to form the 

front, middle, and rear spaces which also presents 

the three known worlds which are the underworld, 

middle world, and upper world (Purbadi, 2018). 

This spatial arrangement was found in the 

geometric design pattern at the Kupang Town 

Hall with the symmetry essentially observed to be 

marking the simple thoughts of ethnic 

communities which tend to use traditional 

classifications such as top-down, inside-outside, 

left-right, front-back, old-young, and male-

female (Purbadi, 2010). 

 

3.3 Symbolic regionalism 

 

The roof design of the Kupang Town Hall is 

simply a synthesis or mixture of the techniques 

used in laying the three ethnic architecture roofs 

parallel to each other. Three copies of the roof 

image from the three ethnic architectures were 

selected due to the need to use the precedents and 

references in the cultural area of East Nusa 

Tenggara. Diversity is a form of wealth in 

Indonesian architecture (Nurdiah & Hariyanto, 

2013) and this means it is very meaningful when 

applied in new buildings. This is in line with a 

previous study which showed architectural 

imagery as a precedent with the potential to be a 

substantial reference from the observer's 

perceptive (Shahedi, 2012). Moreover, ethnic 

representation is important to the East Nusa 

Tenggara community culture to recognize and 

respect the existence of different tribes within the 

same province. 

 

The Kupang Town Hall design was observed to 

have an ethnic architecture image reflected 

through the roof shape and those selected as the 

dominant form in the design are discovered to be 

in line with the appropriate symbolic action. The 

image answers the monotonous aspect of modern 

building expression and also serve as the method 

to preserve local architectural heritage (Salura, 

Clarissa, & Lake, 2020b). Moreover, local 

architecture is believed to be the basis for the 

architectural regionalism development in 

Indonesia (Maria I Hidayatun et al., 2014) and 

archipelago architecture has been reported to be 

the Mother Earth for present and future 

architecture (Purbadi, 2019).  

The use of local architectural elements through 

roof forms is a method to show the cultural 

heritage value and meaning of ethnic architecture 

adapted to the times or zeitgeist (Salura et al., 

2020b). New architectural works are expected to 

have local cultural characteristics and identities to 

appreciate and respect the preceding generation. 

Moreover, the application of vernacular 

architectural elements also shows the potential 

for transformation from vernacular to modern 

architecture (Malik & Hassan, 2019). 

 

The ethnic architectural roofs applied also 

indicate respect for the ethnic culture. It is 

important to note that hybrid architectural 

phenomenon involves mixing modern and local 

elements and some of the ethnic architecture 

developed in Indonesia is one of the important 

references of the emerging hybrid architectural 

works. A monumental example is the ITB 

campus hall with a traditional roof (Salura et al., 

2020b) or the campus headquarters building at 

Gadjah Mada University. 

 

The mixture of roof images is also a method to 

combine values and meanings in hybrid 

architecture observed to be developing in East 

Nusa Tenggara but the application of three roof 

images in ethnic architecture was considered to 

be relatively new. Architects have adopted roof as 

an aesthetic-symbolic element from only one 

ethnic architectural variety as observed in the use 

of Town Hall buildings as places of worship. 

Therefore, the three ethnic architectures applied 

are said to be a unique method in East Nusa 

Tenggara to respect the presence of important 

parties (Purbadi, 2010) and this tradition of 

representation through symbolic elements has 

been entrenched in the community. This means 

the adoption of the ethnic architectural elements 
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as part of the process to respect different parties 

in the Kupang Town Hall design is natural. 

 

The geometric hierarchy of the roof from round 

to square showed the symbolism and aesthetics of 

the composition. The symbolism aspect indicated 

a similarity in the meaning of ethnic architecture 

transferred directly to the Town Hall hybrid 

architecture with the lopo described as a receiving 

room and an entrance in the minds of those seeing 

the roof at the Hall. This same is expected to 

happen with the Flores and the Sumba tower roof 

with the height indicating the existence of an 

important space within the building. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

 

The architectural expression at the Kupang Town 

Hall visually indicated with the row of three 

ethnic architecture roofs from Timor, Flores, and 

Sumba is an intelligent and harmonious 

architectural synthesis. It is able to satisfy the 

need for architectural modernization and 

conversation of ethnic architecture which 

represents the existence of multi-ethnic parties in 

the study area. This means the selection of ethnic 

architecture elements was recognized as the key 

to express the recognition of the multi-ethnic 

society in East Nusa Tenggara. 

 

The Kupang Town Hall design is an example of 

an architectural synthesis designed using an 

ethnic architecture with a symbolic regionalism 

approach. Certain ethnic elements were selected 

in the framework of representation through the 

roof packaged in an image expression based on 

the awareness of their value and meaning after 

which they were intelligently adopted and 

composed. Therefore, the adoption of the three 

roofs was based on an understanding of their 

values and meanings. 

 

The symbolic regionalism approach was 

discovered to have the potential to design public 

facilities with architectural symbolism and 

modernism in different places of Indonesia based 

on local architectural images. This approach has 

the ability to preserve the local architecture and 

adapt to the spirit of the times or zeitgeist through 

the use of creative and innovative strategies. It, 

however, becomes, more effective with the 

support of the semiotic-social thinking 

framework which is able to explain the value and 

meaning of a physical element in the original 

context of the owner's community life. 
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