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In multicultural cities, architecture visually amplifies or marginalizes competing cultural 

identities. Medan - defined by Malay, Batak, Chinese, Tamil, and colonial influences - 

exemplifies how vernacular elements are selectively integrated into urban space. Design 

literature often overlooks how cultural priorities shift across building typologies, and no 

unified analytical framework has previously been applied to systematically distinguish 

authentic structural vernacular engagement from ornamental commodification across Medan's 

multi-ethnic built environment. This study analyzes twelve buildings (1884–2023) spanning 

religious, governmental, and hospitality functions using the Authenticity-Commodification 

Analytical Framework (ACAF), a novel five-type typological instrument developed and 

validated through this research. Field observations reveal a critical dichotomy: religious 

buildings preserve authentic structural vernacular (particularly Malay-Islamic, Tamil, and 

Batak-Christian forms) to assert cultural legitimacy, whereas hospitality and civic projects 

adopt surface ornamentation as branding tools. This marks a transition from vernacular as 

'shelter' to 'symbol' - from cultural assertion to commodification. The study advances three 

theoretical contributions: (1) the ACAF as a replicable classification instrument for 

multicultural urban built environments; (2) empirical demonstration that owner identity, not 

building function or era, is the primary predictor of vernacular engagement mode; and (3) 

evidence that vernacular tradition is an evolutionary continuum persisting across 139 years 

and multiple structural technologies. The framework enables authentic representation in 

Medan's urban heritage and is transferable to other postcolonial multicultural cities in 

Southeast Asia. 

K e y w o r d s :  Neo-vernacular design; Multicultural architectural identity; Commodification 

of culture; Architectural authenticity; Urban cultural negotiation. 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Background and Context 

Medan, the capital of North Sumatra Province and the fourth-largest city in Indonesia, stands as one of Southeast Asia's 

most architecturally diverse urban environments. Formed through successive waves of colonial administration, ethnic 

migration, and economic development from the mid-nineteenth century onward, its built environment embodies the 

layered coexistence of multiple cultural traditions - Malay, Batak, Chinese Peranakan, Tamil, and Dutch Colonial - each 

of which has produced distinct vernacular architectural traditions within a shared urban landscape (Al Zufri et al., 2025; 

Situmorang et al., 2025). This multicultural architectural plurality makes Medan a uniquely productive site for 

investigating how vernacular traditions is maintained, adapted, and transformed across different building types, 

institutional contexts, and historical periods. 

The contemporary built environment of Medan presents a complex and unresolved tension between vernacular 

architectural authenticity and the commodification of cultural identity. In some buildings, vernacular traditions are 

embedded in the primary load-bearing structural fabric - inseparable from the building's structural integrity and spatial 

organization. In others, the same traditions appear as applied ornamental elements on modern reinforced concrete 

structures, deployed for commercial, political, or institutional purposes. This distinction - between architecture in which 

vernacular tradition constitutes the structural system and architecture in which it constitutes a decorative layer - is the 

central analytical problem that this research addresses. 

The relevance of this inquiry extends beyond Medan to the broader regional and global discourse on heritage conservation, 

cultural identity, and the commodification of tradition in rapidly urbanizing multicultural societies. As Indonesian cities 

accelerate their urban development, the risk of reducing rich vernacular architectural traditions to superficial aesthetic 

branding - detached from the structural, spatial, and cosmological systems in which they originated - grows 

correspondingly (Alnaim & Alnaim, 2026). A rigorous analytical framework capable of distinguishing authentic 

vernacular engagement from its commodified forms is therefore both theoretically necessary and practically urgent. 

This study is grounded in a semiotic analytical tradition previously applied by the research team to vernacular buildings 

in North Sumatra. Building on the application of Jencksian semiotic trichotomy to the KAKR Bamboo Hall - a vernacular 
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structure in the Buluh Awar area - which established that semiotic trichotomy indicators and Peirce's semiotic theory are 

compatible with vernacular architectural analysis in this regional context (Rambe & Nasution, 2023), the present study 

extends this framework into the multi-ethnic urban environment of Medan through the development of the Authenticity-

Commodification Analytical Framework (ACAF). 

Contemporary neo-vernacular practice in the Medan metropolitan area provides further grounding for this inquiry. The 

application of neo-vernacular Melayu design principles in contemporary sports facilities within the Medan metropolitan 

region (Arifin et al., 2024) demonstrates that TYPE 4 - structurally-integrated vernacular revival with authentic motivation 

- represents an emerging design paradigm actively practiced by architects in this urban context, rather than a purely 

theoretical category. 

 

1.2 Problem Statement and Research Gap 

Despite the richness of Medan's multicultural architectural heritage, a significant gap exists in existing scholarship. 

Existing studies have documented individual buildings or single ethnic traditions in isolation; none has undertaken a 

systematic comparative analysis across the full spectrum of Medan's multi-ethnic built environment using a unified 

analytical framework (Faisal & Suwantoro, 2019). This gap means that the critical distinction between structural 

vernacular authenticity and ornamental commodification has not been theoretically elaborated or empirically tested in the 

Medan context. 

A further problem is the absence of a typological framework capable of accommodating contemporary buildings - 

constructed with modern reinforced concrete and steel - that nonetheless engage authentically with vernacular traditions 

for genuine religious, cultural, or civic identity purposes; García-Esparza (2015) identifies this as one of the 'unresolved 

problems' in vernacular architecture scholarship, noting that existing epistemological paradigms have not produced 

consensus on how contemporary buildings should be assessed against vernacular criteria. Without such a framework, 

contemporary buildings built by living communities of faith are either incorrectly classified as commodified or excluded 

from vernacular architectural analysis entirely. This study addresses both gaps through the development and application 

of the Authenticity-Commodification Analytical Framework (ACAF). 

 

1.3 Objectives and Hypotheses 

This study pursues four primary objectives: (1) to develop and apply the ACAF for classifying vernacular architectural 

engagement across a purposive sample of twelve buildings in Medan; (2) to produce a systematic comparative typological 

analysis of six distinct vernacular traditions across five functional building categories; (3) to identify the structural, 

ownership, and motivational factors that predict the mode of vernacular engagement; and (4) to advance theoretical 

understanding of vernacular architectural continuity and transformation in multicultural postcolonial cities. 

Hypothesis 1: Religious and heritage buildings will demonstrate higher degrees of structural vernacular authenticity than 

commercial and civic buildings. 

Hypothesis 2: Owner identity - specifically, the nature of the owner's relationship to the vernacular tradition - will be a 

stronger predictor of typological classification than building function or construction era. 

Hypothesis 3: Contemporary buildings using modern construction technology can authentically continue vernacular 

traditions, and such continuation is analytically distinguishable from commercial commodification. 

 

1.4 Significance 

This study makes three primary contributions to the scholarly literature on vernacular architecture, heritage conservation, 

and multicultural urban studies. First, it develops and validates the Authenticity-Commodification Analytical Framework 

(ACAF) as a replicable five-type typological instrument for classifying vernacular architectural engagement - applicable 

beyond Medan to other multicultural Indonesian cities and postcolonial cities across Southeast Asia, including Penang, 

Singapore, and Yangon. This fills a documented gap in the scholarship, as no prior typological instrument has 

systematically distinguished structural authenticity from ornamental commodification while simultaneously 

accommodating diaspora-adopted traditions and contemporary neo-vernacular production. 

Second, this study provides the first systematic comparative architectural typology of Medan's multi-ethnic built heritage, 

documenting six distinct vernacular traditions - Malay-Islamic, Batak, Chinese Peranakan, Tamil Hindu, Dutch Colonial, 

and Contemporary Pan-Islamic - across twelve buildings spanning 139 years of urban construction. This constitutes a 

foundational reference dataset for future heritage conservation, urban planning, and architectural research in North 

Sumatra. Third, the research advances theoretical understanding of vernacular architectural continuity by empirically 

demonstrating that vernacular tradition is an evolutionary continuum: the 114-year Islamic architectural arc from Masjid 

Raya Al-Mashun (1909, TYPE 1) to Masjid Agung Medan (2023, TYPE 4) provides direct evidence that authentic 

vernacular engagement persists across radically different construction technologies when living cultural communities 

continue to deploy vernacular vocabularies for genuine identity purposes. 

The paper is organized into five sections. Section 2 presents the materials and methods, including the study design, 

purposive sample selection, field documentation procedures, element inventory protocol, and the five-type ACAF coding 

system. Section 3 presents the results across four dimensions: typological distribution, function-type correlation, owner-

type prediction, and the 139-year construction timeline. Section 4 discusses the findings in relation to existing scholarship, 

addresses the study's strengths and limitations, and outlines implications for heritage conservation practice and future 

research. Section 5 presents the conclusions, including the contributions of the study, its limitations, and recommendations 

for future research. 
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2. Materials and Methods 

2.1 Study Design and Setting 

This study employs a qualitative-descriptive, multiple-case research design to analyze how vernacular architectural 

elements function across different building types, cultural traditions, and construction eras in Medan, North Sumatra. 

Grounded in the interpretive paradigm, the research examines how architectural forms represent the cultural identities of 

Malay-Islamic, Batak, Chinese Peranakan, Tamil Hindu, Dutch Colonial, and Contemporary Pan-Islamic communities 

across a 139-year construction arc (1884–2023). The multiple-case approach enables systematic cross-case comparison 

while preserving the contextual depth required to analyze the complex symbolic and structural dimensions of vernacular 

architecture (Groat & Wang, 2013). This design is appropriate for developing mid-range theoretical propositions from 

empirical architectural evidence, as it combines the analytical rigor of comparative typological analysis with the 

contextual sensitivity of interpretive case study methodology. 

The methodological famework is organized into six sequential phases, as illustrated in Figure 1: (1) Research Design, 

establishing the qualitative-descriptive multiple-case approach; (2) Purposive Sampling, selecting twelve buildings based 

on tradition representation, functional diversity, and temporal span; (3) Triangulated Data Collection, combining field 

observation, photographic survey, and archival review; (4) Element Inventory Protocol, applying a six-dimension coding 

instrument to each building; (5) ACAF Classification, applying the Structural Removal Test and five-type typological 

coding; and (6) Cross-Case Comparative Analysis, identifying patterns across buildings, owner types, functions, and 

construction eras. 

 

 
Figure 1. Methodological Framework of the Authenticity-Commodification Analytical Framework (ACAF). 

(Developed by the Authors). 
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2.2 Subjects 

The study population comprises the full set of publicly accessible, vernacular-engaged buildings in Medan that meet four 

purposive selection criteria: (1) cultural tradition representation - buildings were selected to represent the six major 

cultural traditions present in Medan's built environment; (2) functional diversity - the sample covers five functional 

categories (religious, palatial-heritage, hospitality, civic-governmental, and civic-cultural); (3) temporal span - buildings 

were selected to cover all three major construction eras identified in the literature (pre-modern masonry, 1884–1955; 

modern reinforced concrete, 1972–2010; contemporary steel-reinforced concrete, 2001–2023); and (4) architectural 

accessibility - buildings were required to permit external observation and photographic documentation of primary 

architectural elements. 

The purposive selection strategy is grounded in the theoretical sampling logic of multiple-case research design: cases are 

selected not for statistical representativeness but for theoretical relevance - their capacity to illuminate the full typological 

spectrum from maximum structural authenticity (TYPE 1) to commercial commodification (TYPE 3A) and contemporary 

neo-vernacular continuation (TYPE 4). This approach is consistent with established architectural research methodology 

(Groat & Wang, 2013) and with the theoretical sampling principles applied in qualitative comparative research (Ibnu et 

al., 2023). 

 

 

   

  

   
 

Figure 2. Field Documentation of the Twelve-Building Sample, Kota Medan (1884–2023). Top row (left to right): 

Masjid Raya Al-Mashun (TYPE 1, 1909); Tjong A Fie Mansion (TYPE 1, 1900); Kuil Shri Mariamman (TYPE 1, 

1884). Second row: Graha Maria Annai Velangkanni (TYPE 1, 2001); Istana Maimun (TYPE 1, 1888); Kantor Pos 

Besar Medan (TYPE 1, 1911). Third row: Gereja HKBP Sudirman (TYPE 2, 1955); Hotel Inna Dharma Deli (TYPE 

3A, 2006); Hotel Danau Toba International (TYPE 3A, 1972). Bottom row: Gedung DPRD Sumatera Utara (TYPE 3B, 

2010); Museum Negeri Provinsi Sumatera Utara (TYPE 3B, 1982); Masjid Agung Medan (TYPE 4, 2023). (Field 

photography by the research team). 
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Table 1 presents the final twelve-building sample, encompassing six distinct vernacular traditions across five functional 

categories. 

 

Table 1: The Twelve-Building Sample: Purposive Selection for Comparative Typological Analysis. 

No. Building Year Cultural 

Tradition 
Function Structure Type 

1 Masjid Raya Al-

Mashun 
1909 Multi-trad Islamic 

(5) 
Religious Pre-mod 

masonry 
TYPE 1 

2 Tjong A Fie 

Mansion 
1900 Peranakan 

Chinese-Malay-

European 

Heritage Pre-mod 

masonry 
TYPE 1 

3 Kuil Shri 

Mariamman 
1884 Tamil Dravidian 

Hindu 
Religious Traditional 

masonry 
TYPE 1 

4 Graha Maria Annai 

Velangkanni 
2001 Multi-trad 

Catholic (5) 
Religious Multi-trad 

masonry 
TYPE 1 

5 Istana Maimun 1888 Multi-trad Malay 

Royal (4) 
Heritage Pre-mod 

masonry 
TYPE 1 

6 Kantor Pos Besar 

Medan 
1911 Dutch Colonial 

Vernacular 
Civic Pre-mod 

masonry 
TYPE 1 

7 Gereja HKBP 

Sudirman 
1955 Batak-adopted 

European 

Protestant 

Religious Pre-mod 

masonry 
TYPE 2 

8 Hotel Inna Dharma 

Deli 
2006 

(rebuilt) 
Malay vernacular 

(applied) 
Hospitality Modern RC TYPE 3A 

9 Hotel Danau Toba 

International 
1972 Batak vernacular 

(applied, 3 layers) 
Hospitality Modern RC TYPE 3A 

10 Gedung DPRD 

Sumatera Utara 
2010 Batak civic 

(applied) 
Civic-Govt Modern RC TYPE 3B 

11 Museum Negeri 

Provinsi Sumut 
1982 7-tradition applied 

(equal) 
Museum Modern RC TYPE 3B 

12 Masjid Agung 

Medan 
2023 Contemporary 

Pan-Islamic 
Religious-

Civic 
Modern 

RC+steel 
TYPE 4 

Note. TYPE 1 = Fully Intrinsic-Structural; TYPE 2 = Adopted Structural Tradition; TYPE 3A = Commercial 

Commodification; TYPE 3B = Civic-Institutional Representation; TYPE 4 = Contemporary Neo-Vernacular. RC = 

reinforced concrete. 

 

2.3 Materials and Equipment 

Primary data collection instruments comprised: (1) a calibrated photographic documentation protocol using a digital 

single-lens reflex (DSLR) camera (minimum 24.2 megapixels) with standardized shooting angles (frontal elevation, 

secondary elevation, structural details, interior spatial organization, ornamental elements); (2) an architectural element 

inventory form (paper-based field recording, subsequently digitized) recording each element against six dimensions; (3) 

published heritage conservation records, including Cagar Budaya designation reports from the Medan Heritage 

Conservation Office; and (4) peer-reviewed secondary sources on the historical and cultural context of each building. 

Archival materials consulted included colonial-era architectural records from the Arsip Nasional Republik Indonesia, 

published monographs on Medan's urban architectural history, and existing scholarly analyses of individual buildings in 

the sample. 

 

2.4 Procedures and Protocols 

Data collection was conducted in two phases. Phase one comprised field documentation visits to each of the twelve 

buildings between November 2024 and February 2025. At each building, the researcher conducted a systematic external 

and (where access permitted) internal architectural survey, recording all identifiable vernacular architectural elements 

against the six-dimension inventory form. Photographic documentation covered a minimum of twelve standardized angles 

per building, supplemented by detail photographs of structurally or symbolically significant elements. Phase two 

comprised archival and secondary source review, cross-referencing field observations against published architectural 

histories, heritage conservation reports, and existing scholarly analyses to establish the historical and cultural provenance 

of identified elements. 

The primary classification decision in the ACAF coding protocol is operationalized through the Structural Removal Test: 

for each identified vernacular element, the analyst asks - if these elements were removed from the building, would the 

primary structural integrity of the building be compromised? Elements that are load bearing (columns, walls, arches, 

vaults, structural frames) and whose removal would compromise structural integrity are classified as intrinsic-structural. 

Elements that are non-load bearing (applied motifs, decorative screens, surface ornamentation, symbolic finials) and 

whose removal would not affect structural integrity are classified as extrinsic ornamental. This test converts the theoretical 

distinction between structural authenticity and ornamental application into a physically observable, replicable criterion 

that reduces interpretive subjectivity in the primary classification decision (García-Esparza, 2015). 
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2.5 Data Analysis 

Following field documentation and element inventory completion, each building was assessed against the ACAF five-

type coding protocol. The ACAF evaluates each building against two primary analytical axes: (1) structural embeddedness 

- the degree to which vernacular traditions constitute load-bearing elements of the primary building fabric, assessed 

through the Structural Removal Test; and (2) motivation - the purpose for which vernacular traditions are deployed, 

assessed through analysis of building commission documentation, ownership records, functional programming, and 

symbolic-cosmological systems. The combination of these two axes produces the five-type classification: TYPE 1 (Fully 

Intrinsic-Structural: load-bearing + culturally necessitated); TYPE 2 (Adopted Structural Tradition: load-bearing + 

diaspora-adopted); TYPE 3A (Commercial Commodification: ornamental + revenue-motivated); TYPE 3B (Civic-

Institutional Representation: ornamental + civic mandate); and TYPE 4 (Contemporary Neo-Vernacular: dimensionally-

structural + authentic motivation with modern technology). 

Cross-case pattern analysis was then conducted across four dimensions: (a) building function versus typological 

classification; (b) owner identity versus typological classification; (c) vernacular tradition breadth versus typological 

classification; and (d) construction era versus typological classification. Patterns were identified through systematic 

comparison of the coded building profiles, with results presented in tabular and graphic form in Section 3. The five-type 

coding protocol is summarized in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: The Authenticity-Commodification Analytical Framework: Five-Type Coding Protocol. 

Type Label Primary Criterion Structural 

Test 
Structural 

Mode 
Motivation 

TYPE 1 Fully Intrinsic-

Structural 
Vernacular tradition IS 

the primary load-bearing 

structural system 

Remove 

vernacular → 

structural 

compromise 

Pre-mod 

masonry 
Religious 

identity / 

Cultural 

necessity 
TYPE 2 Adopted 

Structural 

Tradition 

Vernacular structural 

system authentically 

adopted by non-

originating community 

across generations 

Remove 

vernacular → 

structural 

compromise 

Pre-mod 

masonry 

(adopted) 

Diaspora 

community 

identity 

TYPE 3A Commercial 

Commodification 
Modern RC primary 

structure + vernacular 

elements applied 

ornamentally for 

commercial revenue 

Remove 

vernacular → 

RC intact 

Modern RC Commercial 

revenue / 

brand identity 

TYPE 3B Civic-

Institutional 

Representation 

Modern RC primary 

structure + vernacular 

elements applied 

ornamentally for civic 

mandate 

Remove 

vernacular → 

RC intact 

Modern RC Political 

legitimacy / 

cultural 

inclusion 

TYPE 4 Contemporary 

Neo-Vernacular 
Modern RC/steel 

structure + authentic 

vernacular vocabulary + 

genuine cultural/religious 

motivation + structural-

symbolic integration 

Remove 

ornament → 

RC intact; 

remove 

structure → 

symbolism lost 

Contemporary 

RC+steel 
Genuine 

religious faith 

/ civic cultural 

identity 

Note. RC = reinforced concrete. All twelve buildings were classified by applying both the structural removal test (primary 

axis) and the motivation assessment (secondary discriminating criterion). 

 

3. Results 

3.1 Key Findings 

The application of the ACAF to the twelve-building sample produced a clear typological distribution. Six buildings (50%) 

were classified as TYPE 1 (Fully Intrinsic-Structural), representing pre-modern masonry buildings where vernacular 

traditions constitute the primary load-bearing structural system. One building (8%) was classified as TYPE 2 (Adopted 

Structural Tradition). Two buildings (17%) were classified as TYPE 3A (Commercial Commodification) and two (17%) 

as TYPE 3B (Civic-Institutional Representation). One building (8%) was classified as TYPE 4 (Contemporary Neo-

Vernacular). Figure 3 illustrates the typological distribution.  
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Figure 3. Typological Distribution of the Twelve-Building Sample. (Developed by the Authors). 

 

The most significant cross-cutting finding is the relationship between owner identity and typological outcome. Religious 

communities and royal patrons consistently produce TYPE 1–2 structural authenticity (n=7); commercial hospitality 

operators produce TYPE 3A (n=2); civic-political institutions produce TYPE 3B (n=2); and a provincial government 

religious monument produces TYPE 4 (n=1). This pattern confirms Hypothesis 2: owner identity is a stronger predictor 

of vernacular engagement mode than building function or construction era alone. 

 

3.2 Structural–Ornamental Dichotomy and Typological Patterns 

The ACAF typology reveals a critical structural–ornamental dichotomy that cuts across function, era, and tradition. The 

structural mode axis divides the sample into two primary clusters: seven buildings (58%) where vernacular tradition is 

the primary load-bearing system (Types 1–2), and four buildings (33%) where vernacular is applied ornamentally to a 

modern RC core (Types 3A–3B). One building (TYPE 4, 8%) occupies an analytically distinct contemporary mode in 

which modern structural technology encodes authentic vernacular symbolism. Figure 4 plots building function against 

typological classification. 

 

 
Figure 4. Building Function vs. Typological Classification (n=12). (Developed by the Authors). 

 

A further pattern concerns the breadth-depth relationship in multi-tradition buildings. Buildings with the highest number 

of vernacular traditions represented (Masjid Raya Al-Mashun: 5 traditions; Graha Maria Annai Velangkanni: 5 traditions; 

Istana Maimun: 4 traditions) are all TYPE 1 - integrating multiple traditions structurally. By contrast, Museum Negeri 

Provinsi Sumatera Utara (7 traditions) achieves maximum breadth at the purely ornamental level (TYPE 3B). Figure 5 

visualizes this breadth-depth relationship. 
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Figure 5. Number of Vernacular Traditions per Building vs. Typological Classification. (Developed by the Authors). 

 

3.3 Statistical Analysis 

Given the qualitative-descriptive nature of this multiple-case study, statistical inference is not applicable. However, 

descriptive analytical summaries support pattern identification across the sample. Table 3 provides a cross-tabulation of 

owner type against typological classification, demonstrating the predictive consistency of owner identity. 

 

Table 3: Owner Type as Predictor of Typological Classification. 

Owner Type Predicted 

Type 
Pattern Examples 

Religious community / 

royal patron 
TYPE 1–2 Cultural necessity : vernacular 

tradition IS the community's 

identity — structural embedding is 

mandatory 

Masjid Raya, Kuil Shri 

Mariamman, Gereja 

HKBP, Istana Maimun, 

Graha Annai 

Velangkanni 
Culturally-embedded 

local entrepreneur 
TYPE 3A Commercial choice : vernacular 

tradition applied as brand identity 

for commercial revenue 

Hotel Danau Toba Int'l 

(Batak founder T.D. 

Pardede) 
State/national 

institution — heritage 

site 

TYPE 3A Heritage commodification : 

applied vernacular to claim cultural 

legitimacy of historic location 

Hotel Inna Dharma Deli 

State/national 

institution — civic 

mandate 

TYPE 3B Political/civic choice : vernacular 

applied to legitimize governance or 

represent cultural diversity 

Gedung DPRD Sumut, 

Museum Negeri Provsu 

Provincial government 

— religious monument 
TYPE 4 Contemporary continuation : 

authentic religious identity 

expressed through modern 

technology 

Masjid Agung Medan 

Note. Owner type is assessed through historical documentation and institutional context analysis. Classification follows 

the ACAF coding protocol. 

 

3.4 Temporal Analysis: Three-Era Pattern of Vernacular Engagement 

Analysis of the 139-year temporal arc (1884–2023) reveals a three-era pattern of vernacular engagement that further 

confirms Hypothesis 1 and partially complicates Hypothesis 3. 

Era 1 — Pre-Modern (1884–1955): Seven buildings (Types 1–2). Traditional structural systems (masonry, timber) are 

the only available technology. All buildings of this era are authentically vernacular by structural necessity as much as 

cultural choice. Owner identity determines which tradition is used; the structural mode is determined by available 

technology. 

Era 2 — Modern RC (1972–2010): Four buildings (Types 3A–3B). Modern RC has become the dominant structural 

technology. Vernacular traditions are now applied ornamentally to modern cores — no longer structurally necessary. 

Owner identity now determines both tradition and mode: commercial owners → TYPE 3A; civic institutions → TYPE 

3B. 

Era 3 — Contemporary (2001–2023): Two buildings (TYPE 1 Graha Maria Annai Velangkanni; TYPE 4 Masjid Agung 

Medan). Contemporary construction reveals a bifurcation: owners with deep structural vernacular commitment (religious 

orders) can still build TYPE 1 by choosing traditional construction methods; owners expressing contemporary civic-
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religious identity use modern technology but maintain authentic symbolic and functional vernacular vocabulary (TYPE 

4). Contemporary construction does not inevitably produce commodification. 

 

 
Figure 6. Construction Timeline 1884–2023: Vernacular Engagement by Era. (Developed by the Authors). 

 

4. Discussion 

4.1 Interpretation of Key Findings 

The results confirm Hypothesis 1: religious and heritage buildings demonstrate significantly higher degrees of structural 

vernacular authenticity than commercial and civic buildings. All five religious buildings in the sample (Masjid Raya Al-

Mashun, Kuil Shri Mariamman, Gereja HKBP Sudirman, Graha Maria Annai Velangkanni, and Masjid Agung Medan) 

produced TYPE 1, TYPE 2, or TYPE 4 classifications, indicating that vernacular traditions are structurally embedded or 

authentically motivated in all cases. By contrast, both hospitality buildings (Hotel Inna Dharma Deli and Hotel Danau 

Toba International) produced TYPE 3A classifications, indicating commercial commodification without structural 

integration. The two civic-governmental buildings split between TYPE 1 (Kantor Pos Besar, pre-modern masonry) and 

TYPE 3B (Gedung DPRD Sumut, contemporary RC), reflecting the temporal shift from structurally necessitated 

vernacular production to institutionally mandated ornamental representation. 

The most theoretically significant finding is the confirmation of Hypothesis 2: owner identity is a stronger predictor of 

typological classification than either building function or construction era. Religious communities - who claim vernacular 

traditions as essential expressions of their cultural and spiritual identity - consistently produce structural vernacular 

authenticity regardless of construction era or material technology. This finding resonates with Nursanty et al.'s (2024) 

analysis of vernacular branding in indigenous village architecture, which similarly identifies community ownership and 

cultural embeddedness as the primary drivers of authentic vernacular engagement in Indonesian urban contexts. The 

contrast between Hotel Inna Dharma Deli (TYPE 3A, commercial colonial hotel) and Gereja HKBP Sudirman (TYPE 2, 

community-owned church) illustrates this principle with particular clarity: both use European-influenced architectural 

vocabularies, but the motivational difference - commercial revenue versus community religious identity - produces 

radically different typological outcomes. 

Hypothesis 3 is confirmed by the TYPE 4 classification of Masjid Agung Medan: contemporary buildings using modern 

construction technology can authentically continue vernacular traditions, and this continuation is analytically 

distinguishable from commercial commodification through two criteria - authentic community motivation (the mosque 

was funded by Rp 400 billion in public donations from the Muslim community of North Sumatra) and structural-symbolic 

encoding (the 199-metre minaret height encodes Islamic theology: the Tawhid principle and the 99 Asmaul Husna). This 

confirms Frampton's (1983) theoretical proposition that critical regionalism - the creative resistance to placeless 

international modernism through structural engagement with local cultural and environmental conditions - is a viable and 

productive architectural strategy in contemporary Indonesian urban contexts. 

 

4.2 Comparison with Previous Studies 

The ACAF findings extend and refine several key conclusions from the existing literature. The structural-ornamental 

distinction operationalized in this study confirms and empirically grounds Rapoport's (1969) foundational observation 

that vernacular architecture is defined not by aesthetic style but by the integration of cultural meaning into structural and 

spatial systems - a distinction that applied ornamentation cannot replicate. While Rapoport's framework was developed 

for pre-modern vernacular traditions, this study demonstrates that the same structural-embeddedness criterion applies to 

contemporary buildings: the distinction between Masjid Agung Medan (TYPE 4, authentic structural-symbolic 

integration) and Hotel Inna Dharma Deli (TYPE 3A, applied surface ornament) is consistent with Rapoport's foundational 

criterion regardless of the construction technology employed. 

The multi-tradition synthesis observed in TYPE 1 buildings - particularly Tjong A Fie Mansion (Chinese Peranakan + 

Malay + European), Masjid Raya Al-Mashun (five Islamic traditions), and Graha Maria Annai Velangkanni (five syncretic 

traditions) - supports and extends Hidayat and Hubner's (2025) recent analysis of Peranakan Chinese architectural 
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acculturation in Lasem's cultural landscape. Hidayat and Hubner identify multi-tradition synthesis as an authentic form 

of cultural production when it emerges from the lived identity of hybrid cultural communities; this study confirms this 

proposition across three additional multi-tradition buildings and introduces the contrasting case of Museum Negeri Provsu 

(TYPE 3B), where the same quantity of traditions (seven) are represented ornamentally for institutional purposes - 

demonstrating that tradition breadth does not independently indicate authenticity. 

The commodification pattern observed in TYPE 3A buildings aligns with MacCannell's (1973) concept of staged 

authenticity in tourism settings, where cultural markers are selectively deployed for visitor consumption in ways that 

simulate rather than represent genuine cultural practice. Both Hotel Inna Dharma Deli and Hotel Danau Toba International 

deploy vernacular motifs (Malay and Batak, respectively) as commercial signifiers targeting tourism markets, consistent 

with MacCannell's staged authenticity model. However, this study refines MacCannell's framework by demonstrating that 

the distinction between staged and genuine authenticity can be empirically assessed through architectural analysis of 

structural integration - not merely through sociological analysis of visitor experience or commercial programming. 

The TYPE 4 classification of Masjid Agung Medan advances Frampton's (1983) critical regionalism framework into the 

contemporary Indonesian urban context. Frampton argued that critical regionalism resists both historical revivalism and 

placeless modernism by engaging critically with local topographic, climatic, and cultural conditions through modern 

tectonic means. The Masjid Agung Medan exemplifies this strategy: its 199-metre RC-and-steel minaret is neither a 

reproduction of historical masonry minarets nor a culturally neutral modern structure, but a contemporary Islamic 

architectural proposition that encodes genuine theological content through structural dimension. This represents what 

Schneider (2023) describes as the critical regionalist project of 'rooting modernity in place' - deploying modern structural 

technology as a vehicle for authentic cultural expression rather than cultural erasure. 

The finding that owner identity is the primary predictor of typological classification extends Alnaim and Alnaim's (2026) 

recent analysis of vernacular architecture integration in contemporary Saudi urban regeneration. Alnaim and Alnaim 

similarly identify institutional ownership structures as the primary determinant of whether vernacular traditions are 

authentically integrated or superficially applied in contemporary urban development projects. Taken together, these 

findings suggest that the owner-identity prediction principle extends beyond the Indonesian context to other postcolonial 

Muslim-majority societies undergoing rapid urban modernization - a finding with significant implications for heritage 

conservation policy in multiple national contexts. 

 

4.3 Strengths and Limitations 

The primary strength of this study is the rigorous operationalization of the structural-ornamental distinction through the 

Structural Removal Test - a transparent, replicable criterion that reduces interpretive subjectivity in the primary 

classification decision and enables independent validation of the typological outcomes. The twelve-building sample, while 

purposive rather than random, covers the full typological spectrum from TYPE 1 to TYPE 4, providing comprehensive 

empirical grounding for the five-type framework. The 139-year temporal span and six-tradition breadth provide an 

unusually rich comparative basis for the theoretical propositions advanced. 

The primary limitation is sample size: twelve buildings, while appropriate for qualitative multiple-case research design, 

limits statistical generalizability. The findings represent typological patterns across twelve purposively selected buildings 

and cannot be extended to the full population of vernacular-engaged buildings in Medan without further sampling. A 

second limitation concerns documentary completeness: for several buildings constructed in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, complete original architectural drawings and construction records are not publicly available, requiring reliance 

on triangulated secondary sources and observable evidence for the historical analysis. A third limitation is geographic 

scope: the research is delimited to Kota Medan, and the typological patterns identified may not transfer directly to other 

Indonesian cities with different ethnic compositions, economic structures, and historical trajectories. 

 

4.4 Implications and Future Directions 

The confirmation of all three hypotheses carries significant implications for heritage conservation policy, architectural 

practice, and future research. For heritage conservation policy, the finding that owner identity is the primary predictor of 

vernacular engagement mode suggests that policies seeking to preserve or promote vernacular architectural continuity 

should prioritize support for culturally embedded ownership structures - religious communities, cultural heritage 

organizations, and local family custodians - rather than focusing exclusively on building age or construction technology. 

The TYPE 1 and TYPE 2 buildings in this sample (six of twelve) are all maintained by active cultural or religious 

communities; the building fabric is preserved as a direct consequence of living community stewardship, not primarily 

because of regulatory protection. Heritage conservation policies that fail to support these ownership structures risk the 

gradual transformation of TYPE 1 structural vernacular buildings into TYPE 3B civic institutional representations - a 

process that this study identifies as a fundamental loss of vernacular authenticity even if the physical fabric is nominally 

preserved. 

For architectural practice, the TYPE 4 classification of Masjid Agung Medan demonstrates that authentic contemporary 

vernacular production is achievable through modern construction technology when structural-symbolic integration is 

pursued deliberately and community motivation is genuine. The ethical challenge for practitioners engaged in TYPE 3 

commercial or civic projects is to distinguish respectful cultural reference from superficial appropriation - a distinction 

that this study demonstrates is empirically assessable through architectural analysis. Practitioners are encouraged to 

consult the ACAF coding protocol as a diagnostic instrument for evaluating the authenticity of vernacular engagement in 

their own design work. 

For future research, the most productive directions are: (1) cross-city validation of the ACAF in other Indonesian 

multicultural cities (Palembang, Surabaya, Makassar) to test whether the five-type spectrum is sufficiently general or 

requires city-specific adaptation; (2) longitudinal studies tracking TYPE 3 buildings over 10–20 year periods to 



ICCAUA Proceedings Journal, Volume 9 (December 2026) 

11 

investigate whether continued community engagement can produce transitions toward more structurally authentic 

vernacular engagement; and (3) community-based participatory research investigating how building communities 

themselves understand and value the vernacular elements in their buildings - providing an important validity check on the 

framework's classification criteria from the perspective of the cultural communities whose traditions are being analysed. 

 

5. Conclusions 

5.1 Summary of Key Findings 

This study has demonstrated, through the comparative typological analysis of twelve buildings in Kota Medan spanning 

139 years and six cultural traditions, that vernacular architectural engagement in multicultural postcolonial cities operates 

across a five-type spectrum - from maximum structural authenticity (TYPE 1: Fully Intrinsic-Structural) to applied 

ornamental commodification (TYPE 3A: Commercial Commodification) and authentic contemporary continuation 

(TYPE 4: Contemporary Neo-Vernacular). The findings directly confirm all three hypotheses. Hypothesis 1 is confirmed: 

religious and heritage buildings demonstrate significantly higher degrees of structural vernacular authenticity than 

commercial and civic buildings; all five religious buildings in the sample produced TYPE 1, TYPE 2, or TYPE 4 

classifications, while both hospitality buildings produced TYPE 3A classifications. Hypothesis 2 is confirmed: owner 

identity - specifically, the nature of the owner's relationship to the vernacular tradition - is a stronger predictor of 

typological classification than either building function or construction era; religious communities consistently produce 

structural authenticity while culturally unembedded commercial institutions consistently produce ornamental 

commodification. Hypothesis 3 is confirmed: the TYPE 4 classification of Masjid Agung Medan demonstrates that 

contemporary buildings using modern reinforced concrete and steel construction can authentically continue vernacular 

traditions, and this continuation is analytically distinguishable from commercial commodification through the structural-

symbolic integration criterion and the community motivation criterion. 

 

5.2 Implications of the Findings 

The most significant theoretical implication of this study is the empirical demonstration that vernacular architectural 

tradition is an evolutionary continuum, not a static historical category. The 114-year Islamic architectural arc from Masjid 

Raya Al-Mashun (1909, TYPE 1: pre-modern masonry) to Masjid Agung Medan (2023, TYPE 4: contemporary RC and 

steel) provides direct evidence that the same cultural community - Medan's Muslim population - has maintained authentic 

vernacular engagement across radically different construction technologies for over a century. This challenges analytical 

frameworks that restrict authentic vernacular architecture exclusively to pre-modern construction systems and demands 

a more nuanced typology capable of distinguishing authentic contemporary continuation from ornamental 

commodification. The ACAF, as validated through this study, provides such a typology - one that is both theoretically 

grounded in the existing scholarship (Frampton, 1983; García-Esparza, 2015; Nursanty et al., 2024) and empirically tested 

against a comprehensive twelve-building sample. 

For practice and policy, the finding that owner identity predicts typological outcome has direct operational implications. 

Heritage conservation strategies in Medan and comparable multicultural Indonesian cities should target support 

mechanisms - tax incentives, restoration grants, Cagar Budaya designations - preferentially toward culturally embedded 

ownership structures, as these are the institutional conditions under which authentic structural vernacular engagement is 

most reliably produced and maintained. Regulatory frameworks should apply differentiated protection standards: TYPE 

1 structural vernacular buildings warrant maximum conservation protection, as the vernacular elements ARE the structural 

system; TYPE 3 ornamental vernacular buildings warrant flexibility, as the cultural elements are removable and 

potentially replaceable without structural consequence. This differentiation would produce more targeted and efficient 

conservation outcomes than current undifferentiated heritage designation approaches. 

 

5.3 Limitations of the Study 

This research is subject to three primary limitations. First, the purposive twelve-building sample limits statistical 

generalizability; the findings represent typological patterns within a theoretically selected sample and cannot be assumed 

to represent the full population of vernacular-engaged buildings in Medan. Second, documentary limitations - particularly 

the incomplete availability of original architectural drawings and construction records for pre-modern buildings - required 

reliance on triangulated secondary sources for the historical analysis of several buildings. Third, the geographic 

delimitation to Kota Medan means that the typological patterns identified may not transfer directly to other North 

Sumatran cities with different ethnic compositions and historical trajectories. 

 

5.4 Recommendations for Future Research 

Future research should pursue three primary directions. First, cross-city validation of the ACAF should be conducted in 

other Indonesian multicultural cities - Palembang, Surabaya, Semarang, and Makassar - to test the framework's 

transferability and identify any city-specific modifications required. Second, longitudinal case studies should track TYPE 

3 buildings over 10–20-year periods to investigate whether cultural community engagement can produce transitions 

toward more structurally authentic vernacular engagement - a question with direct implications for heritage conservation 

intervention design. Third, community-based participatory research should investigate how the cultural communities 

associated with each building type understand and value their vernacular architectural traditions - providing an essential 

validity check on the ACAF's classification criteria from the perspective of the communities whose traditions the 

framework analyses and seeks to protect. 
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