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Moving 
beyond the 
predictable

The Surau Ali Bashah 
features a distinctive 
design that breaks 

away from the traditional 
architectural form of Muslim 
places of worship

WHAT happens 
when one 
diverges from 
established 
norms and 

strikes out in a slightly new direction? 
Architecturally speaking, that is. 
You get something that is both 
experientially and aesthetically 
pleasing. And one such building is the 
Surau Ali Bashah located in Cyberjaya, 
part of the 21-acre Neocyber 
integrated property development, 
designed by the architectural firm 
C’Arch Architecture and Design. 
This Muslim communal place of 
prayer, unlike many other suraus, 
which are often just a room within 
a building, has its own structure. 
That however is not really why this 
surau stands out. Its design is really 
the reason for why Surau Ali Bashah 
has been getting the attention it 
has by the architectural world. At 
the most recent Persatuan Arkitek 
Malaysia (PAM) awards, a biennial 
event to recognise architecture of 
distinction in the country, it received 
a commendation in the public and 
institutional category. The jury, in 
its comments, praised the surau 
for its demonstration of “a single 
architectural gesture that succinctly 
defines a place for worship and 
community pride”.

Interestingly enough, in Europe 
and elsewhere, a debate has 

been going on for years as to the 
architectural form that a mosque 
should take, with some critics 
lamenting the lack of genuine 
innovation as well as an over-reliance 
on the past, namely the Ottomans, 

Moors and Arabs, for inspiration. 
In 2007, for instance, a writer from 
the British paper The Guardian in 
outlining the reasons for what he 
deemed as the uninspired mosque 
architecture found in the UK, cited a 

lack of a central institution similar to 
that of a Vatican as well as financial 
constraints. But he added: “More 
important though is a failure of 
imagination, the result of many 
community leaders’ thoroughly 
conservative outlook. Changing, 
letting fresh ideas in, might seem like 
losing touch with your roots. Look 
elsewhere and you’ll find the malaise 
extends from Casablanca to Qatar and 
Malaysia.”

A 2009 Time magazine report, 
meanwhile, had the following 
observation to make. “As the young 
religion [Islam] spread, Arabs – and 
later Asians and Africans – developed 
their own ideas of what made 
a building a mosque. But that 
innovative spirit has slowed in recent 
decades, leaving most Islamic skylines 
dominated by the dome-and-minaret 
design that first appeared centuries 
ago. But in the same report, it was 
noted that this inertia seems to 
have come to an end, that “a new 
generation of Muslim builders and 
designers, as well as non-Muslims 
designing for Muslim groups, often 
in Europe or North America, are 
updating the mosque for the 21st 
century…”

Well, perhaps mosques from this 
region should be included on that 
list as well. Across the Causeway in 
Singapore, there is the Assyafaah 
mosque, noted for its modernistic, 
glass exterior that is decidedly not in 
the dome-and-minaret mode. Then 
there’s the Surau Nusa Idaman in 
Johor, with its flat-topped solar-panel 
roof, unplastered brick facade and 
perforated perimeter walls designed 
to encourage cross-ventilation; yet 
another place of prayer that breaks 
the mould. Incidentally, its innovative 
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Wong doesn’t 
think there is one 
recurrent theme 
in his projects as 
people come to his 
firm for something 
different
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design did not go unrecognised, with 
Razin Architects, the firm behind this 
project, awarded the gold at PAM’s 
2011 awards ceremony. 

Surau Ali Bashah, therefore, finds 
itself in good company. At first glance, 
this surau might come across as rather 
underwhelming. We are, after all, a 
country accustomed to architecture 
done on a venti scale; public buildings 
built to convey omnipotence and 
power. That’s not the case here. The 
surau is a slight, diminutive building 
that is all sharp angles and lines. It 
has a minaret, but one that is more 
symbolic than anything else. 

The rhythmic arrangement of 
its unidirectional walls manages 
somehow to evoke feelings of calm 
and serenity that’s in keeping with 
a place of prayer and worship. The 
wall panels that form the outer skin 
of the building, of which there are 
two layers, aren’t lined up neatly in 
a row. Rather, they are deliberately 
placed gradiently apart from each 
other, a design that serves to act as a 
daylight modifier as well as to give the 
building both a sense of openness and 
privacy at the same time. According 
to Chris Wong, the principal architect 
of C’Arch Architecture, there was no 
brief given by the client, Laketown 
Sdn Bhd, other than it have the 
required basics in accordance with 
the tenets of Islam:  an open place 
for prayer, a separate place for 
ablutions for women and men and an 
orientation towards Mecca. The rest 
was left to C’Arch to determine. 

“We were mindful that it wasn’t 
going to be your archetypal mogul-
type mosque,” explains Wong. “That 
it wouldn’t have dome minarets, blue 
roofs and all of that. We wanted it to 
be a very simple dignified space for 

prayer that was fairly relaxed. He adds: 
“If you look at Masjid Jamek, it’s very 
beautifully open. The same with the 
national mosque. But over time, the 
design began to change with mosques 
becoming more enclosed as people’s 

perception of privacy changed. But 
this design is very open, reminiscent 
of Masjid Jamek. With this surau, 
you can actually glimpse inside. But 
it’s not completely open either, due 
to the layering of the outer columns, 
so those inside can still feel quite 
protected.” 

C’Arch Architecture is not exactly 
a young upstart firm trying to make 
a name for itself. It’s been around 
since the 1990s and won its fair share 
of accolades for such projects as the 
Belum Rainforest Resort, the Pulau 
Banding Research Centre and the Sri 
Damai resort at Clearwater. So the 
commendation it received for the 
Surau Ali Bashah is just one of many 
nods given by the industry for the 
firm’s work. 

But ask Wong what, if any, 
recurrent theme runs throughout 
all of the firm’s projects to date, and 
he seems slightly at a loss at how to 
answer the question. “I don’t think 
there is any one recurrent theme. 
People come to us when they want 
something a little different,” he 
says, after a considerable pause. One 
gets the distinct impression that 
Wong likes his buildings to speak 
for themselves rather than have to 
explain why they work. 

That said, there seems to be 
an underlying philosophy that is 
evident in the firm’s work when 
one takes a look at some of its past 
projects. It suggests a predisposition 
towards the less is more ethos, for 
unpretentious buildings that work 
with the environment rather than 
against it. Furthermore, the words 

grand, ostentatious and brash seems 
not to be in C’Arch’s lexicon. Instead, 
what comes to mind is the word 
understated and an inherent desire for 
buildings to blend into the landscape. 

 “As architects, we work across 
barriers, races, religions, so you want 
to create spaces that are enjoyable 
to use for everyone, and which are 
both beautiful and functional at the 
same time. I think in this instance we 
achieved that. We’ve given Muslims 
who work and live within Neocyber, a 
building that is a good space for them 
to pray and reflect.” 

Adds Wong: “I also find that people 
tend to go there to socialise and to 
meet, which is what we wanted as 
suraus in kampungs often fulfil that 
role.”  

While the Surau Ali Bashah may 
have received a commendation, 
Wong surprisingly doesn’t seem all 
that interested in awards, so much 
as he is in not wanting his firm to 
fall into the trap of mimicry and 
mediocrity. “It really is just a simple 
building that responds to the needs 
of the community it serves. But more 
importantly I think it is the way 
forward, in terms of an architectural 
style or language. We here in Malaysia 
are always grappling with this thing 
called the Malaysian identity. I don’t 
know what it is, but this kind of 
design is one way of saying that we 
don’t need the onion domes or the 
Minangkabau-type architecture to 
make it Malaysian.” 

The Surau Ali 
Bashah in Cyberjaya 
demonstrates ‘a 
single architectural 
gesture that 
succinctly defines 
a place for worship 
and community 
pride’

It really 
is just a 
simple 
building 
that 
responds to 
the needs 
of the 
community 
it serves. 
But more 
importantly 
I think it 
is the way 
forward, in 
terms of an 
architec-
tural 
style or 
language.” 

— WONG


