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There are many well researched and written sources on Balinese temples. Perhaps 

their ornate formal elements or their spiritual command are of utmost interest to researchers 

of the topic and tourists alike. This paper, however, will examine the vernacular architecture 

of Bali as it exists today. As it accommodates inhabitants in every stage of life, the courtyard 

house is an ordered representation of the body in which it houses. Chronologically speaking, 

there was no such thing as true (culturally authentic) Balinese architecture until the 1940’s 

because the country had been ruled by other countries up until that time.1 If it did exist, there 

is no record of this work today. In this case, the architecture examined is in chronological 

terms, modern, but truly Balinese in tradition. Extensive writings of Bali’s architectural 

influences can be produced, as it is a country rich with foreign influence and taste. It is 

sufficient to say, though, that building influence is derived from Hindu-Buddhist mythologies, 

cosmologies and the human body. Balinese courtyard houses employ spiritual and 

anthropomorphic principles in order to organize communal and private space. The resulting 

structures are a reflection of the local materials, aesthetic tastes and spiritual connection 

between the building and its inhabitant that are undeniably Balinese.   

Defining Balinese Hindu-Buddhist principles in their entirety for their architectural 

influence is an over-zealous task. However, it is necessary to explain the religious and 

cosmological principles, at least in summary, as they are the foundation of building in Bali. 

To begin with the broadest of ideas, the Balinese universe, Bwana Agung, was born from the 

AUM sound of creation. The A representing the creator, U as the preserver, and M as the 

destroyer. Also known as the holy trinity in Hinduism, this belief system rules over the 

divisions of the world and divides the realms of the universe. These universal realms are 

____________________ 

1. Made Wijaya, Balinese Architecture: Towards an Encyclopedia, (Batu Jimbar, Sanur: s.n., 
1984), 275. 
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equated with parts of the human body.2 They include the Bur, Bwah, and Swah in Indonesian, 

the godly realm (head), human realm (body), and demon and spirit realm (feet), respectively.3 

These cosmological bodily divisions are of utmost importance to the layout of each structure. 

Furthermore, architectural types are divided into a trinity that includes temples as the god’s 

habitat, villages as the people’s habitat, and cemeteries as the spirit’s habitat.4 This tri-partite 

system influences Balinese architecture in plan and significance.  

This system of belief is utilized in the orientation of new structures whether religious 

or secular. To begin the process, the client must contact the builder or udangi. The udangi is 

well respected in Balinese society. He takes specific bodily measurements on which the 

building dimensions are based. These include the distance between both middle fingers of the 

client with arms outstretched and the distance between the tip of the middle finger to the 

outstretched elbow. These measurements combined are equal to the wall measurement unit 

of the structure.5 Each of these units is increased by a small amount, which makes up the 

third measurement. These three added measurements compose the wall layout, although 

building dimensions are determined also by the location and client’s social status.6 This 

dimension customization process is highly personal and connects the udangi, client, and 

structure on a profound level. It is also reflective of Balinese communal society in its effort to 

maintain traditional practices in a rapidly changing country.  

____________________ 

2. Ibid., 4.  
 

3. Made Wijaya, Balinese Architecture: Towards an Encyclopedia, (Batu Jimbar, Sanur: s.n., 
1984), 4. 

 
4. Ibid., 5.  
 
5. Barry Dawson and John Gillow, The Traditional Architecture of Indonesia, (London: 

Thames and Hudson Inc., 1994), 105. 
 
6. Ibid. 
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Structural measurements and location seem to be of utmost importance in the 

construction of buildings in this region. First, the building must be in its sacred position, 

facing the holy mountain Gunung Agung.7 Furthermore, the ancient traditional architecture 

rule, the nawasanga, is used in vernacular and religious structures alike.8 This rule divides the 

plan into a three by three grid, with the most auspicious space (the north-east corner) housing 

the family shrine.9  The south-east corner is considered to be a space for evil and therefore is 

left empty.10 In the ninefold system, each point is attributed to a god, although they all fall 

under one great spirit of Shiva.11 With time, abiding exactly by the nawasanga becomes less 

imperative, although the grid is still loosely influential in the division of housing space. 

Building placement towards the holiest direction and intentional division of space is evidence 

of the belief in fortuitous outcomes from spiritual planning. 

Balinese balé (buildings) are not only strictly built in their own plan but building 

compounds are treated with the same attention to plan. The Balinese courtyard house 

consists of multiple buildings, nature, and other architectural elements that harmoniously 

delineate a family space. The courtyard home is located in a village. Each village has its own  

____________________ 

7. Roger Y.D. Tan, “The Domestic Architecture of South Bali,” Bijdragen Tot De Taal-
,Land- En Volkenkunde / Journal of The Humanities and Social Sciences of Southeast Asia, 123 (1967): 
449. 
 

8. Christina Gantini, Josef Prijotomo and Saliya Yuswadi, ‘Gerenceng Bale Banjar 
Adat: Change and Continuity in Balinese Architecture,’ International Journal of Academic 
Research, 6 (2014): 3. 
 

9. Made Wijaya, Balinese Architecture: Towards an Encyclopedia, (Batu Jimbar, Sanur: s.n., 
1984), 5. 

 
10. Barry Dawson and John Gillow, The Traditional Architecture of Indonesia, (London: 

Thames and Hudson Inc., 1994), 87. 
 
11. Roger Y.D. Tan, “The Domestic Architecture of South Bali,” Bijdragen Tot De 

Taal-,Land- En Volkenkunde / Journal of The Humanities and Social Sciences of Southeast Asia, 123 
(1967): 445. Tan depicts the ninefold system in a grid, displaying the name, god, attribute, 
color, and metal associated with each.  
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three temples, a meeting hall and a drum tower.12 There are various types of the courtyard 

home, namely the puri, jero, and pekarangan. The puri houses the prince, the pekarangan and jero 

are extremely similar in plan, the pekarangan being a smaller version of a jero. These two 

housing types house the common people.13 All attention in this paper will be paid to the 

pekarangan, in the interest of the majority of the Balinese population that dwells in this type of 

structure. 

 The pekarangan layout for each individual family is generally the same if they belong to 

the same social class. It is a small group of structures with a walled courtyard. This includes 

an entry gate (which will be examined in detail in following paragraphs), doorway, sleeping 

area, storage barn, kitchen area and bathing area.14 It sometimes includes a family temple 

and workshop as well15 (Fig. 1). In unison 

with Balinese tri-partite religious beliefs, the 

pekarangan can be divided into three parts. 

These include the base, the walls, and the 

roof.16 It is rectangular in plan but far from 

simple in terms of concepts and dimensions 

(Fig. 1A). The building structure is mainly 

open, with two exceptions. The first, the pavilion which the most powerful person in the 

____________________ 

12. Barry Dawson and John Gillow, The Traditional Architecture of Indonesia, (London: 
Thames and Hudson Inc., 1994), 85. 

 
13. Roger Y.D. Tan, “The Domestic Architecture of South Bali,” Bijdragen Tot De 

Taal-,Land- En Volkenkunde / Journal of The Humanities and Social Sciences of Southeast Asia, 123 
(1967): 442. 

 
14. Barry Dawson and John Gillow, The Traditional Architecture of Indonesia, (London: 

Thames and Hudson Inc., 1994), 86. 
 
15. Ibid.  
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Figure 1. Floor plan of a typical Balinese courtyard 
Barry Dawson and John Gillow, Plan of a House Compound, South Bali, 1994, plan, The 

Traditional Architecture of Indonesia. 
 

 
village occupies along with the family wealth. Second is the pavilion for newlyweds that is 

enclosed. The open air structure not only allows air to flow through in a hot and humid 

climate but also represents a sort of open and accessible community between individual 
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families within the village. As exhibited through these spaces, the Balinese place emphasis on 

a communal arrangement that grants privacy when necessary.  

 The creation of privacy is of supreme importance in domestic architecture and can be 

established through various architectural elements. 

Highly ornamented gates that enclose the pekarangan 

provide literal and figurative transportation into a new 

spiritual place. The gates, which always include the 

attached walls, are placed auspiciously. Not only is the 

gate the first visible impression of the structure, it is an 

open place for spirits to enter. Wijaya, in his book, 

Balinese Architecture: Towards an Encyclopedia, claims after 

his years of immersion in Bali that the gate is placed in 

the right section of the perimeter wall.  This placement, 

“deflects malign influences- spirits travelling only in straight lines.”17 He then proceeds to 

differentiate between gate types, including the Angkul Angkul, Kori Aring, and Kori Agung.  The 

Angkul Angkul is the only gate style used in pekarangan architecture (Fig. 2). It consists of two 

pillars that frame a wooden door creating a framed structure that is topped with thatch. This 

gate protrudes from the front enclosure horizontally and vertically. There is usually a place 

for offerings either at eye level or above eye level in these gates. These pillars that flank the 

gateway are called paduraksa and are often carved with relief motifs of protective 

demons.18Aside from serving as private territory marker and social status symbol, the sheer  

____________________ 

17. Made Wijaya, Balinese Architecture: Towards an Encyclopedia, (Batu Jimbar, Sanur: s.n., 
1984), 45. 

 
18. Barry Dawson and John Gillow, The Traditional Architecture of Indonesia, (London: 

Thames and Hudson Inc., 1994), 106. 
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size of these structures in comparison to human height is sufficient to make one pause before 

entry. The Angkul-Angkul gate provides a brief moment of reflection for humans and deflection 

for evil spirits before entrance into the domestic realm.  

Activity inside courtyard houses extends beyond domestic functions for the people of 

Bali. Ritual ceremonies including house-shrine anniversaries, tooth fillings, weddings, corpse 

washings, performances, and cockfight ceremonies are amgonst the communal activities 

taking place in the courtyard village. The wantilan, or cockfight ring, is regarded a religious 

structure because the bloodshed of the animal is considered a blood offering in Balinese 

culture.19 In close proximity is the jaba-jero, which is a small court structure used for the 

preparation of offerings. It is generally enclosed for privacy.20 Heirarchy exists on the levels 

which are built for cooking, sleeping, and ancestral shrines. The levels increase in height as 

each use of the space increases in importance. The compound itself is raised above street 

level. Tan labels this treatment of floor level a “transcendental hierarchy.”21 It is no surprise 

that these structures that facilitate activity are mainly public, private when necessary, and 

hierarchical in layout.  

The materials used to construct vernacular architecture in Bali are largely reflective of 

the regional resources and the local skill necessary to handle them. Due to their perishable 

qualities, though, it is difficult to study previous structures simply because they have not 

lasted. Traditionally, the home is a post and lintel system.22 The wood is usually attached by  

mortice and tenon construction or sometimes lashed together with rope. To this day, nails are  

____________________ 

19. Roger Y.D. Tan, “The Domestic Architecture of South Bali,” Bijdragen Tot De 
Taal-,Land- En Volkenkunde / Journal of The Humanities and Social Sciences of Southeast Asia, 123 
(1967): 473. 

 
20. Ibid., 458.  
 
21. Ibid., 455. 
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not used in building these structures. Balinese courtyard houses are ground built of brick, 

mud or other masonry, unlike other Indonesian domestic architecture which is built on 

stilts.23 The sloped roof is a solution to the imperative need to expel water during rainy 

season. Traditional roofs are made of woven Alang-Alang grass, rice straw, or coconut leaves. 

However, more contemporary 

architecture uses ceramic tile 

instead.24 The thatching process alone 

is labor intensive and requires 

extensive time and knowledge of 

natural surroundings. The grass must 

be damp enough to not break from 

dryness but also strong enough repel water. The woven pattern made by this manipulated 

grass (Fig. 3) is an ornamentation feature in itself, especially in the vast surface area it covers. 

By examining Balinese enclosing structures like the gate and the roof, it seems that their 

ornamentation elements are a combination of functionally and spiritually driven decisions.  

 It is difficult to pinpoint exact influences and explanations when it comes to a country 

with such cultural depth but little archival material. What can be concluded, though, is that 

Balinese vernacular structures are built with the employment of cosmological beliefs, body 

measurements, and societal rank. Materials used in these edifices are local to the region and 

display masterful skill in their utilization. The courtyard houses are for the most part public, 

although divided into private spaces in parts. These are marked by gates and enclosing walls. 

____________________ 

22. Barry Dawson and John Gillow, The Traditional Architecture of Indonesia, (London: Thames 
and Hudson Inc., 1994), 16. 
 
23. Ibid., 29.  
 
24. Ibid., 26.   
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These structures that bridge public and private space are transportation devices from a 

common to a higher realm. In this sense, the udangi of the building becomes not only an 

architect, but a purveyor of spirituality and good fortune. Furthermore, the udangi’s relation to 

the inhabitant and the inhabitant’s relation to the structure are strengthened through this 

specific building process. In broader terms, the entire Balinese village arrangement revolves 

around shared space and activity, which is reflective of an interdependent community. The 

center of this village physically houses the meeting hall but symbolically houses Balinese 

spiritual and communal traditions.  
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