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Space and architecture are two interrelated and encompassing 

concepts. However, space has a broad meaning in terms of location, 

privacy, and function such that the relationship between two spaces 

creates a different atmosphere and impression. A lot of studies have 
been conducted on space but there is no much focus on the concept 

of 'in-between space'. This research was, therefore, aimed at 

exploring in-between space in order to create a clear understanding 

and identify its concept in Batak Toba vernacular architecture. A 

content analysis method was adopted and this involves analyzing 
texts and images related to in-between space and Batak Toba 

architecture. The results showed the concept as an overlap created 

by two spaces in order to feel the atmosphere of both simultaneously. 

It was also discovered not to be a definitive space but found in the 

Batak Toba architecture to create a relationship between privacy, 
function, and environment. This means it is a key feature of the 

architecture and also expected to be a fundamental element in the 

modern Toba Batak architecture. These results are expected to serve 

as the basis for further in-depth research and to be applied in other 

ethnic vernacular architectures. 
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Introduction 
 

The importance of studying in-between spaces 

Several national and international scientific 

publications have been conducted on "space." 

Space has a physical form, dimensions, location, 

and observed to be constantly changing and 

forming memories (Farrelly 2012). It is also 

defined through some vertical and horizontal 

elements with due considerations for the 

conditions needed for proper functioning (Ching  

2007). These elements further form clear 

boundaries to define space and monitor its 

changes over time. The concept was also reported 

to be very important due to its ability to create 

experience and awareness for users (Wilson 

2014). Furthermore, spatial existence has a strong 

relationship with the role and position of a unit 

considered specific to the existence of other 
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spaces as well as its ability to attract public 

attention (Sudaryono 2006). 

Space and architecture are interrelated  

because architecture surrounds space and vice 

versa towards meeting human needs (Shahlaei 

and Mohajeri 2015). Built environments are 

designed according to user needs (Bielefeld 2018) 

and this means space is usually planned for a 

purpose with the intention to accommodate the 

needs of the users (Namazian and Mehdipour 

2013). This, therefore, shows the existence of a 

strong relationship between the space and users 

while space quality is closely related to how they 

perform activities in the space. 

Space is often categorized into 'indoor' and 

'outdoor' in terms of location such that indoor 

space refers to the space inside a building while 

outdoor space focuses on the outside. Meanwhile, 

it is closely related to control factors such as 

privacy and territory in terms of design. Territory  

has a great influence on user privacy and was 

divided into three levels by Edward T. Hall which  

are primary, public, and secondary (Namazian  

and Mehdipour 2013). 

Several studies have been conducted on space 

but those related to in-between space are limited . 

However, it is possible to interpret the concept of 

in-between space in several ways with some 

authors believing it is a space physically existing  

between two other spaces (Kisho, in Pilg rim 

1995; Osorio 2012). It was also assumed not to be 

a physical space but a condition in which a user 

feels the atmosphere of two spaces at the same 

time (Hertzberger 2005; Vegas et al. 2014). 

The background information provided shows 

there is a knowledge gap to be filled concerning 

in-between spaces. Studies have, therefore, been 

conducted on vernacular architecture to sharpen 

the understanding of this concept due to its deep 

values and meaning as well as the ability to create 

a sustainable environment as expressed by Paul 

Oliver (Dayaratne 2018). On the other hand, the 

spaces created in the modern era have been 

separated from the street as outdoor spaces (Can 

and Heath 2016). Meanwhile, the spaces in 

vernacular architecture were built by ancestors 

with inherent meaning and values and this is 

different from the spaces in modern buildings. 

Therefore, it is most appropriate to study the in-

between space for vernacular architecture. 

Vernacular buildings around the world  

provide important lessons needed for sustainable 

design (Rashid and Ara 2015). Vernacular 

architecture has also been reported by Scefold to 

be an interesting and important research object in 

Indonesia (Manurung 2017). This means its 

poetic meaning needs to be explored in order to 

understand its true meaning (Gomez 2006) 

especially due to the positive goals of the order, 

meaning, and philosophy passed down to the 

residents by the ancestors in building vernacular 

houses (Hatta and Sudrajat 2020). 

 

Batak Toba tribes and architecture 

The Toba Batak tribe exists and lives around 

Lake Toba and Samosir Island in North Sumatra 

(Wiryomartono 2020). Moreover, Lake Toba and 

Batak Toba tribe with their vernacular houses 

have a long and important historical journey with  

Lake Toba reported to have been formed by the 

eruption of Mount Toba about 74,000 years ago 

(Costa et al. 2014; Blinkhorn et al. 2012). This 

super eruption released volcanic material 

reaching South Africa (Smith et al. 2018) and 

produced a volcanic winter for at least ten years 

(Robock et al. 2009) which further affect the 

population and modern human civilization  

leaving only 3,000 people in the world (Rampino  

and Ambrose 2000). 

The Batak are the third largest ethnic group in 

Indonesia after Java and Sundanese (Na’im and 

Syaputra 2012). The Toba Batak tribe inhabits the 

area around Lake Toba with their territory  

reported to be covering seven dis tricts in North 

Sumatra province (Widhijanto and Tisnaningtyas 

2018). The existence of this tribe in the interior of 

the Toba mountains protects its culture from 

being influenced by others . This makes Batak 

Toba architecture as well as those related to 

Toraja in South Sulawesi the most significant 

vernacular architecture representing Austronesian 

architecture (Wuisman 2009). These attributes 

make Batak Toba architecture to be very relevant 

in studying the concept of in-between space. 

 

Research objectives and problem formulation 

The two major purposes of this research were 

to determine the meaning of in-between spaces 

using several textual references and images as 

well as to determine the application of the concept 

in Batak Toba vernacular architecture. This, 

therefore, led to the formulation of a research 

problem which is "what is the meaning of in-

between space and how is it applied in Batak Toba 

vernacular architecture?" The novel results to be 

produced are expected to fill the research gaps in 

the relationship between spaces or in-between 
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spaces and also inspire other studies on ethnic 

vernacular architecture. 

 

 

Method 
 

The research was conducted using a content 

analysis method and this involved a qualitative 

exploration of the material content (Schreier 

2012). This method has several advantages over 

others (Duriau, Reger, and Pfarrer 2007) due to its 

ability to cover different theoretical frameworks , 

methods, and analytical techniques (Denzin and 

Lincoln 1994; Miles and Huberman 1994 in 

Duriau, Reger, and Pfarrer 2007). 

Content analysis is a scientific tool and 

research technique used in producing results 

based on text and other contextual media. It has 

the ability to help researchers gain new insights 

and increase their understanding of certain 

phenomena (Krippendorff 2013). The use of this 

method has, however, been improved through the 

rapid development of computer technology (Kelle 

1995; Roberts 1997; Tesch 1991; Weitzman and 

Miles 1995, in Duriau, Reger, and Pfarrer 2007). 

 

Data collection 

The text data were contained in several 

reference books, journals, proceedings, and 

dictionaries. They were collected from both 

online and offline sources and grouped based on 

the research objectives to contain those related to 

in-between space as well as those focusing on 

Batak Toba architecture. Meanwhile, the image 

and photo data were retrieved from different  

books, journals, and author documentation and 

also classified accordingly for further analysis. 

The text and image data were analyzed 

descriptively and compared to determine the 

concept of in-between space and its application in 

Batak Toba vernacular architecture. 

 

 

Result and discussion 
 

The texts and photos/images analyzed produced 

several results related to the in-between space and 

its application in Batak Toba architecture. 

 

In-between not in between 

The definition of the in-between space 

concept requires understanding the constituent 

words which are 'in-between' and 'space'. There is, 

however, a clear difference between 'In between' 

and 'in-between' with the first defined as being in 

the middle while the second is a particular thing 

having the characteristics of two things, for 

example, "a coat for in-between weather" (Collins  

Dictionary n.d.). 

The Cambridge Dictionary classifies the word 

'in-between' as an adjective which means 

"between two things that are obvious or accepted, 

making it difficult to describe or know with  

certainty." "In-between" also means "having 

qualities of two different things." These 

definitions show the word is an adjective 

describing a noun and also having both qualities, 

for example, "in-between feeling" which is a 

combination of two feelings, and "in-between 

situation" which describes the combination of two 

situations being experienced or felt (Cambridge 

Dictionary n.d.). 

Space, according to the Cambridge 

Dictionary, is an empty area which has been used. 

Aristotle also defined the concept as a "place for 

something" (Meiss 2013) while Meiss showed it 

has boundaries on the outside, content on the 

inside, and emphasizes that all spaces  are 

contained. In terms of the function, Ching (2007) 

describes space as a medium used in responding 

to the context and formed by physical elements 

vertically and horizontally on each side. 

 

In between space: The space between two spaces  

The in between space in Japan is known as 

"ma" and this means an "interval" between spatial 

or even two or more things. Ma is also known as 

gaps, openings, space in between, time in 

between, and several others. It also means 

"relation", "dynamic sense of standing within", 

"in the middle", and "in between" (Pilgrim 1995). 

Moreover, Kurokawa Kisho, a contemporary 

Japanese architect, translated 'ma' as “the world in 

between” and used 'engawa' (beranda) which is 

part of a traditional Japanese house connecting the 

outdoor and indoor spaces as well as nature and 

people with blurred boundaries as an example 

(Pilgrim 1995). 

The beranda is a vertical or horizontal 

definitive space with a clear scope which serves a 

way of connecting two spaces, especially the 

indoor room and the outdoor space. This, 

therefore, means the definitive space provided by 

the beranda is between two other different spaces. 
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In-between space: Overlapping of two spaces 

The in-between space is a concept developed 

from the threshold by Alison Smithson and Peter 

Smithson based on a study by photographer Nigel 

Henderson and sociologist Judith Stephen (Leite 

2017). The two architects developed the 

relationship between the interior and street by 

expanding the space in 'entering' the public space 

in order to create social space and a sense of 

security and comfort. Moreover, Alison and Peter 

introduced this new concept as doorstep before it 

was redefined as in-between (Leite 2017). 

Hertzberger has a more basic understanding of 

the in-between space concept and defined it as 

“where two worlds overlap” or a place where 

people feel they are in two worlds at the same time  

(Hertzberger 2005). It was also explained as a 

space where a person feels 'inside' and 'outside', 

both 'private' and 'public', and also has a social 

contact. It is simply an area where two worlds co-

exist with the perceived condition depending on 

the spatial quality of the design presented. 

These findings, therefore, showed in-between 

spaces are not the definitive space between two 

spaces. It is, therefore, an overlap of two spaces 

with the quality of both being felt at the same 

time. 

 

Batak Toba vernacular architecture: An 

importants study of the in-between space 

Space and vernacular architectures are 

physical forms, and embodiments of cultural 

values (Koentjaraningrat 2000). Moreover, local 

cultural values blend with others such as those 

related to religion to form local wisdom which is 

manifested in the spatial organization of 

vernacular settlements (Purbadi, Djunaedi, and 

Sudaryono 2019). The existence of vernacular 

architecture is, however, affected by 

modernization, technological developments, and 

lifestyle during the developmental stage and this 

has, therefore, led to its slow replacement by 

modern buildings (Bański and Wesołowska 2010, 

in Li and Hu 2019) as well and uniform and 

monotonous architectures (Atik and Erdoğan 

2017). The trend has also been discovered in 

Indonesia (Michiani and Asano 2016) including 

the Batak Toba architecture (Hanan 2012). 

Modern spaces have separated buildings and 

roads through outdoor spaces, and this was 

reported to be contrasting to the connectivity 

created by the traditional city morphology (Can  

and Heath 2016). The physical changes in 

vernacular buildings due to modernization , 

technological developments, and lifestyles 

(Hanan 2012; Michiani and Asano 2016) are 

inevitable but their inherent values need to be 

preserved because they are locality-oriented, 

sustainable, and applicable in modern buildings 

(Dayaratne 2018). There is, however, the need to 

explore these values towards creating locality-

oriented sustainability. Therefore, the concept of 

in-between space in vernacular architecture needs 

to be evaluated for application in modern building 

designs. 

The Batak Toba tribe lives in the huta, a 

traditional settlement surrounded by a fort 

(topong ni huta) as high as two to three meters 

(Siahaan 2005; Setiawan 2010; Hanan 2012). 

Huta is inhabited by families in one clan, 

generally consisting of ten houses lined up facing 

the barn with the founder's house located at the 

center and designed to be bigger with different  

ornaments. There is an open space between the 

house and the barn where traditional ceremonies  

and daily activities of the villagers take place 

(Sherman 1990; Sibeth 1991; Siahaan 2005 in 

Hanan and Meisyara 2017). Figure 1 shows the 

spatial pattern of the Batak Toba settlement in 

Huta Siallagan (Siallagan village) where the 

traditional houses are lined up in an open space 

orientation facing a row of barns (sopo). The open 

space is the in-between space which  

simultaneously provides an atmosphere of a 

natural and artificial environment. 

 

 
Figure 1. The use of open space as an in-between space 

between the artificial and natural environment 
Source: Modified based on Hanan (2012) 

 

The Batak Toba House has two variants, and 

these include the Sitolumbea with the door on the 

inside and access to the stairs from below as well 

as the Sisampur or Sibaba ni amporik with stairs 

and doors at the front. Apart from these, there is 

also a Sopo which functions as a granary (Antono 

2005; Manurung 2018). The row of Batak Toba 

Sitolumbea houses in Meat village oriented 
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towards the open or public spaces are shown in 

figure 2. 

 

  
Figure 2. Batak Toba settlement yard in meat village as 

in-between space 

 

The Batak Toba architecture is influenced by 

macrocosmic elements. Vertically, there are three 

spaces, the roof (banua ginjang/world top), home 

(banua tonga/middle world), and underneath 

(banua toru/underworld). The middle world is for 

the humans, upper for the spirits of their 

ancestors, and the underworld inhabited by evil 

spirits and also considered as the world of the 

dead (Hanan 2012). 

The middle world is further divided into 

several imaginary spaces to represent the open 

nature of the Batak Toba tribe without any 

physical barrier. The house functions as their live 

place and also for traditional ceremonies while 

each room is designated for a specific person. For 

example, Jabu tonga is an in-between bedroom 

for the host and guest as shown in figure 3 while 

Jabu bona as a place to receive gifts during the 

ceremony as well as the parents' bedroom. 

Moreover, Jabu tamparpiring is designed for the 

hula-hula (wife-giver party) and the youngest 

sibling of the same clan (dongan sabutuha/similar 

clan) while Jabu soding is the venue for the 

ceremony as well as the daughter’s bed. 

Meanwhile, Jabu suhat is for the boru (wife taker) 

during the ceremony and the boys' bed while a 

kitchen, in the form of a stove, is also located in 

the Jabu tonga-tonga which is the living room 

(Napitupulu et al. 1997; Wiryomartono 2020). 

 
Figure 3. One of the in-between spaces in the room of 

Batak Toba house 

Source: Modified based on Napitupulu et al. (1997) 

 

The in-between space is not only formed 

based on the relationship between outdoor and 

indoor spaces, but these spaces are considered as 

an element. There are other atmospheres and these 

include inside and outside while Vegas et al. 

(2014) reported the formation of a relationship 

between two other elements which are area 

including private and public, function including 

shop and home, media including water and land, 

and environment including artificial and natural 

as well as several others (Vegas et al. 2014). 

These, therefore, showed the importance of 

studying the Batak Toba architecture in 

evaluating the concept of in-between space. 

 

In-between space not in between space 

The findings differentiated in-between and in 

between as two different concepts of space. In 

between space was defined as a space serving as 

the transition between two others while in-



ARTEKS : Jurnal Teknik Arsitektur, Volume 6 Issue 1, April 2021 
pISSN 2541-0598; eISSN 2541-1217 

60 

 

between space is the overlapping of two adjacent 

spaces with the atmosphere of both felt  

simultaneously. 

Newman also classified territorial space into 

four levels which are private, semi-private, semi-

public, and public (Huang, Mori, and Nomura 

2019). The in between space was observed to be 

formed between public and private areas due to its 

manifestation as a definitive space used in 

transiting (Vegas et al. 2014) while the semi-

private or semi-public space serves as an in-

between space. 

The relationship between two media, 

according to Vegas, creates an in-between space 

due to the interaction between two areas and 

functions (Vegas et al. 2014). Vegas further used 

land and water as an example and their ability to 

create in-between spaces.  

Natural and artificial environments are among 

the elements creating in-between space (Vegas et 

al. 2014) and this is manifested in the intersection 

between buildings and the natural environment. 

This is experienced by a person in an environment 

but having a feeling of two atmospheres. 

In-between space is also created from the 

relationship between indoor and outdoor space by 

bringing and creating an ambiguous experience 

for each character (Shahlaei and Mohajeri 2015). 

The space provides benefits due to the feelings of 

both spaces simultaneously experienced by an 

individual, but its existence is highly dependent 

on several factors such as architectural functions, 

climate, lifestyle, aesthetics to be achieved, and 

others. 

Indoor space protects humans from nature and 

climate and also provides comfort while outdoor 

space aids the interaction with nature and the in-

between space is the accommodation of these 

functions in a place (Osorio 2012; Shahlaei and 

Mohajeri 2015). This is important considering the 

difference in outdoor and indoor space in terms of 

both natural environment and roads (Can and 

Heath 2016; Shahlaei and Mohajeri 2015). 

Vegas et al. also showed the relationship 

between two building functions create an in-

between space as observed with a house and a 

shop. For example, a row of horizontal or vertical 

buildings with the bottom or front part used as a 

shop while the back or upper floor is a residence 

is referred to as a 'ruko' or shop-house and this has 

been reported to be influenced by the existence of 

Chinatowns and Chinese architecture (Yulianto  

2005, and Asih 2007 in D. Setiawan and Utami 

2016; Khatimah 2013). 

The in-between space was observed to have 

been created by this structure according to Vegas 

et al. The residence or house is placed at the back 

or top side while the commercial aspect or shop is 

at the front/bottom and closely related to the 

nature of the space. The door or stairs connecting 

the shophouse provides a space to experience the 

two different functions which include accessing 

the house or the private area as well as the shop or 

the public area. This means the in-between space 

role is being played by the doors and stairs as 

shown in figure 4. 

 

 
Figure 4. Stairs and shop doors are in-between space 
Source: Modified based on Vegas et al. (2014), D. 

Setiawan and Utami (2016), and Khatimah (2013). 

 

It is also possible to present the in-between 

space through the threshold indicated in figure 5a. 

Threshold was argued by Hertzberger to be an 

extension of interior space presented through an 

additional roof or seat in front of the house. It 

provides residents access to indoor experiences 

such as telephone sounds and others when they 

simultaneously being connected to the outside 

world. This means the residents feel both inside 

and outside the house and also have a sense of 

security and comfort by being in their territory  

(Hertzberger 2005). 

According to Hertzberger, a threshold can be 

created with a dutch door type as shown in Figure 

5b. with two parts, top and bottom, which makes  

it possible to be closed, partially opened, or 

completely opened. 

 

  
(a) (b) 

Figure 5. Threshold and Dutch door are in-between 
space 

Source: (Hertzberger 2005) 
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Dutch doors create both privacy and 

connection with people outside the home and also 

used in the bathroom of nursing homes for nurses 

to monitor the condition of elderlies in the 

bathroom and activities in the other rooms 

(Parmonangan 2016). 

Several findings also showed the clear 

difference between the "in-between" and "in 

between" spaces with the first defined as the 

perceived quality of two different spaces and a 

mechanism to reduce sharp differences in the 

spaces. It is useful in feeling the transitions and 

impression of two different spaces 

simultaneously. Meanwhile, in between space is 

just a definitive space between two spaces. 

 

An in-between space in Batak Toba vernacular 

architecture 

The concept of in-between space was found in 

the outdoor and indoor space of Batak Toba house 

as observed with the use of beranda (banua 

tonga) to explain the relationship between two 

environments involving the artificial such as 

house or forest and the natural environment such 

as mountains and lakes as well as two media 

including land and water. It also indicates the 

concept of in-between space within two different  

worlds which are the banua ginjang and banua 

toru. 

The in-between space within the indoor or 

private and outdoor or public spaces is reflected  

by the balcony as shown in figure 6. This is due 

to its ability to allow the feeling of the atmosphere 

in the two spaces as shown by the Hertzberger 

(2005) concept in figure 7. 

 

  
Figure 6. Balcony between the indoor and outdoor 

spaces 

 

The relationship between outdoor or public 

and indoor or private is also felt through small 

windows on the left and right sides of the house. 

These windows have a sloping wall which makes  

it easy for residents inside the house to have visual 

contact and communicate with people outside 

while maintaining their privacy. 

 

 
Figure 7. The in-between Hertzberger concept 

Source: (Hertzberger 2005) 
 

The in-between space as a combination of two 

functions is also indicated in the function of the 

cattle cage under the house (banua toru), and the 

location of the house (banua tonga) at the top. The 

stairs act as an in-between space by allowing the 

simultaneous feeling of the atmosphere created by 

two different functions. 

The in-between space is strongly formed 

indoor due to the non-definitive definition of each 

space (jabu). The Batak Toba tribe, however, 

knows the position and status of each area when 

the house is used for both residential and 

ceremonial purposes. Moreover, the in-between 

space is felt in one room or jabu as shown in 

figure 3 due to the simultaneous existence of the 

atmosphere created by two different rooms. The 

other areas where the concept was discovered are 

presented in the following table 1. 

 
Table 1. Identification of the in-between spaces in the 

Toba Batak architecture 
Space in Toba Batak 
Vernacular 
Architecture 

In-between concept 

• Huta (village) • Between the two media 
(land and water) 

• Outdoor • Between two environments 
(natural and artificial) 

• Home/central 
world/banua tonga 
 

• Between the two functions 
(upper world and 
underworld) 

• Balcony • Between two areas (public 
and private) 

• Stairs • Between two functions 

• Doors & windows • Between public and private 

• Jabu 
 

• Between two different 
Jabu 

 

The findings and discussion showed the 

difference in the meanings of in-between and in 

between spaces. The application and importance 
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of in-between space to the Batak Toba vernacular 

architecture were also highlighted. The results 

have, therefore, contributed to the filling of the 

research gaps discovered in the meaning and 

concept of in-between space and also serve as an 

inspiration for future studies using other ethnic 

vernacular architectures. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

There are differences in the meanings of in-

between and in between with the first discovered 

not be a definitive space but a condition when a 

person feels the atmosphere of two spaces 

simultaneously. The concept was further 

discovered in Batak Toba vernacular architecture 

to be a key feature and fundamental element to be 

introduced to modern design related to the culture. 

These results serve as an inspiration for further 

research to be conducted on other ethnic 

vernacular architectures. 
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