AU TAI YEOW – a modernist
and contemporary historian

60: Au Tai Yeow.
Courtesy of Au Tai Yeow.

Au Tai Yeow is the ‘new kid on the block’, and principal
of Architect T.Y. Au in Penang since December 1998.18
He graduated with a Bachelor of Architecture from
Washington State University, Pullman in 1990,
followed by a Master’s degree in Architecture
and Urban Design from Washington University
in St Louis, Missouri in 1991.19 Au brought new
dynamics to the Penang House through his
association with ATSA Architects Sdn Bhd of
Kuala Lumpur, which reviewed and modified
the master plan produced by Perunding Alam
Bina on behalf of developer Bertam Properties
Sdn Bhd located across on the mainland in a
new township called Bertam. The 300-acre
development commenced in 2005 and is being
completed in phases. This development, with
its new ideas in architecture, serves as a
springboard for cross-cultural and international
influences. Here, three prototypes are
presented: the Bertam BP4-1A, Bertam BP4-1B
and Bertam MP4-1C.
Bertam BP4-1A (completed 2007) is comprised of
terraced houses which have a remarkable sympathy
for Traditions. The units are set in pairs and
18

19

His portfolio includes working for well-known establishments such
as Jurubina Bertiga Sdn Bhd and Laurence Loh Architects. He was
in charge of the Malaysian operations of DEM Design Group
(January 1996–December 1998), an architectural company from
Australia, and currently also manages the northern branch of ATSA
Architects Sdn Bhd, a KL-based company which prepared the
concept and working drawings of the estate housing development
for Bertam Properties Sdn Bhd. In 1999, he won 2nd place in the
MPPP Millennium Competition and in 2008 was mentioned in the
PAM Awards for his work on 54 Muntri Street in the category of
Conservation Buildings. In 2016, he received a Malaysia Property
Award for his work on the G Hotel, Kelawei Road for his
collaborative work with K2LD Architects of Singapore. This was
followed in 2017 by a Silver PAM Award for the same hotel in the
category of Sports and Recreation.
Au is the editor of Fusion: Contemporary Architecture of Penang,
Vol. 1, PAM Penang Northern Chapter, 2000. The content includes
a mixture of young and more established practitioners.
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accentuated by a gable wall in the facade. Attached
below is a suspended louvre panel in timber as a
feature of tropical architecture. This is deliberately
oversized and sits elegantly ‘like a broad-brimmed hat’
over a balcony on the first floor. This is integrated with
a skillion roof below which shades a verandah and is
supported by piers, with breaks every two units. The
gateposts echo the character of the façade, simulating
an impression of a bungalow. The appearance is
suggestive of Sans Souci (c. 1810), a colonial bungalow
which evolved to a more practical form with a skillion
roof during the 1880s or earlier.
Bertam BP4-1B (completed 2009) is a form of
detached house sporting the intimate nature of Malay
houses, such as providing a car porch and sides for
domestic uses. It is not too difficult to imagine that this
semi-outdoor shelter simulates a wakaf (rest area) for
weary travellers who cross the padi fields in a traditional
countryside. This analogy, however, abruptly changes
as the rear part of the form incorporates large chunks
of walls with wide window-glazing. The architecture
is therefore part-Malay and part-contemporary, a
dichotomy based on a manipulation of the grammar.
Bertam BP4-1C and BP4-1D (completed 2016) offer
prototype single and double-storey houses. Here,
splitting the house into two longitudinal and parallel
wings, set with an entrance or breezeway in between,
underwrites a traditional form, like the ‘Perak House’
– comprised of two parallel wings. The building
components are indicative of a prefabricated
technology and include a mix of glazed panels and
metal louvres with striking corner details, and metal
decking for roofing. The plan of the ‘day wing’
incorporates a living space, dining, kitchen and a
storeroom within an atrium-like space and clerestory.
The ‘night wing’, which is either single or double-storey
in BMP4-1C and BMP4-1D, incorporates a stairwell for
the bedroom wing. The variants are a refreshing
contribution to the repertory of the housing estate.

61: Bertam BP4-1A,
double-storey terraced
houses: elevations, plans
and section. The linear
form is chaste and
leavened by a gable wall
with a balcony and a
verandah below.

62: Bertam BP41A, doublestorey terraced
houses. The
form is elegant
with good
proportions,
and the lower
roof has a break
between every
two units.
All photos of
Bertam houses
courtesy of T.Y. Au.
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63: Bertam BP4-1B, doublestorey ‘Malay style’ detached
houses: elevations, plans and
section. The design is more than
just flat and vindicated by reading
the actual building form.

64: Bertam BP4-1B, doublestorey ‘Malay style’ detached
houses. The idiom simulates
a ‘kampong character’, such
as a mix of roof forms and
orientation.
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65: Bertam BP4-1C, doublestorey detached houses:
elevations, plans and
sections. The engagement
of two semi-detached forms
that utilise a void space to
separate the living areas and
the sleeping wing, stacked
as two floors, is unusual but
acknowledges large family
gatherings in a Malay
household.

66: Bertam BP4-1C, doublestorey detached houses. The
houses are split into two
dissimilar wings, after their
functions. Here, the
articulation of form is crisp
and stoic with bronze-tinted
aluminium joinery
contrasted against the rustic,
such as the stone wall.
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67: Bertam BP4-1C, single-storey
detached houses: elevations, plan
and sections. It is unusual to see
how ‘compact’ the smaller estate
houses are for a Malay
household. The plan is
surprisingly workable, given a
conscious decision to replicate
the living style after the Bertam
BP4-1B.

68: Bertam BP4-1C, single-storey
detached houses. Here, the
grammar of the Bertam BP4-1B is
replicated. The proportion is cosy
and human, and open to the
external spaces.
All photos of Bertam houses courtesy
of T.Y. Au.
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