
a global approach to vernacular practices
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  Himachal pradesh 
  in India

h i m a l aya n  p l at e a u
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  kullu district 
  in himachal pradesh

k u l l u
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cement production  =  94% industrial emission =  50% total Co2 of Hp
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Sanjauli town, Shimla
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how is the built environment of the area?
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vernacular 

derives from the Latin vernaculus, meaning “domestic, native, indigenous”; 

from verna, meaning “native slave” or “home-born slave”.

It’s the everyday language spoken by a people as distinguished from the literary language.
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vernacular 

“A satisfactory definition of vernacular is more difficult at the moment. 
The most successful way of describing it seems to be in terms of process: 

how it is “designed” and built [...]

The peasant owner is still very much a participant in the design process, 
not merely a consumer. [...]

The model itself is the result of the collaboration of many people, over many generations, 
as well as the collaboration between makers and users of buildings [...]

Since knowledge of the model is shared by all, 
there is no need for drawings or designers.”

according to Amos Rapoport
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vernacular 

“architecture without architects”

=
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ordinary vernacular grand vernacular
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=                    2.3 TonCo
2 

 

1 car  x 12.500 KM
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=

35 car  x 12.500 KM

   80 TonCo
2 
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=                    -1 TonCo
2 

 

1 tree x 50 years
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=

80 trees x 50 years
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from research to design
towards a new contemporary vernacular
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To which extent the archetypical qualities of the Himalayan vernacular architecture should be embodied in new sustainable designs?
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Explicitness             modularity             feasibility             flexibility             incrementality             reproducibility
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inspired by grand vernacular

Explicitness 
understandable construction
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inspired by both grand & ordinary vernacular

feasibility 
family-run construction  + simple tools
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inspired by grand vernacular

flexibility 
non-typified spaces
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inspired by both grand & ordinary vernacular

Modularity 
one project, one detail
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inspired by ordinary vernacular

incrementality 
possibilility of future expansions
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inspired by ordinary vernacular

reproducibility 
applicability within a larger context
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vernacular 

built  environment
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W H at  I S  T H E  R O L E  O F  T H E  A R C H I T E C T ?
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A R C H I T E C T  D E S I G N  1 0 0 %  O F  T H E  B U I L D I N G

STANDARD PRACTICE
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INCREMENTAL PRACTICE

A R C H I T E C T  B R I N G S  T H E  C O M M U N I T Y  I N T O  T H E  P R O C E S S
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U S E R S  C O M P L E T E  T H E  D E S I G N

INCREMENTAL PRACTICE
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U S E R S  D E S I G N  1 0 0 %  O F  T H E  B U I L D I N G

VERNACULAR PRACTICE
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A R C H I T E C T  C A N  ( I N D I R E C T LY )  I N F L U E N C E  T H E  T R E N D

VERNACULAR PRACTICE
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h o w ?
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site and service trainingshowcase

three STRATEGIES:
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FOUR STRATEGIES:

site and service trainingshowcase
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site and service trainingshowcase

FOUR STRATEGIES:
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=

pilot project with a pedagogical function

showcase
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how to integrate 

archetypical qualities inspired by vernacular architecture

in a showcase building?
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how to integrate 

archetypical qualities inspired by vernacular architecture

in a showcase building?

combine

generic

with  specific requirements
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W H Y  T H E  D A G P O  s c h o o l  I S  a  P E R F E C T  s h o w c a s e  a r c h i t e c t u r e ?
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  valley

kullu
20.000 pop  

manali
10.000 pop  
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  neighborhood
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1. 

links a large 

variety of users

2.

  It Embodies the issues 

of the LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

3. 

it’s a urgent situation

no safety / no heats 

52



1. 

links a large 

variety of users

2.

  It Embodies the issues 

of the LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

3. 

it’s a urgent situation

no safety / no heats 

L I T T L E  M O N K S

52



1. 

links a large 

variety of users

2.

  It Embodies the issues 

of the LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

3. 

it’s a urgent situation

no safety / no heats 

L I T T L E  M O N K S T E A C H E R S

52



1. 

links a large 

variety of users

2.

  It Embodies the issues 

of the LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

3. 

it’s a urgent situation

no safety / no heats 

L I T T L E  M O N K S T E A C H E R S M O N K S

52



1. 

links a large 

variety of users

2.

  It Embodies the issues 

of the LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

3. 

it’s a urgent situation

no safety / no heats 

L I T T L E  M O N K S T E A C H E R S M O N K S C H I L D R E N

52



1. 

links a large 

variety of users

2.

  It Embodies the issues 

of the LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

3. 

it’s a urgent situation

no safety / no heats 

L I T T L E  M O N K S T E A C H E R S M O N K S C H I L D R E N V I L L A G E R S

52



1. 

links a large 

variety of users

2.

  It Embodies the issues 

of the LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

3. 

it’s a urgent situation

no safety / no heats 

L I T T L E  M O N K S T E A C H E R S M O N K S C H I L D R E N V I L L A G E R S T O U R I S T S

52



1. 

links a large 

variety of users

2.

  It Embodies the issues 

of the LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

3. 

it’s a urgent situation

no safety / no heats 

53



1. 

links a large 

variety of users

2.

  It Embodies the issues 

of the LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

3. 

it’s a urgent situation

no safety / no heats 

53



1. 

IT’S A MICRO-COSMOS THAT 

RESEMBLES A VILLAGE
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THE LOCAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT HAS
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s t r at e g y
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existing structure
56



partial  demolition
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inspiration by local  grand vernacular architecture 
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construction technique of the central core
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sample storey
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timber frame
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stones infill
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kath-khuni construction
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kath-khuni construction
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kath-khuni construction
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kath-khuni constructiongabion box
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gabion composition
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gabion composition
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gabion composition
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gabion composition
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gabion composition
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gabion composition
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gabion composition
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internal structure
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WHAT ABOUT THE  THERMAL PROPERTIES of a gabion wall?
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inspiration by local  grand vernacular architecture

                                                                             once again  
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composition of the  verandah
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protection of the central core / inner spaces
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summer

the central core is shadowed

high sunrays

80° / 70° 
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winter

central core heated by the sun

low sunrays

30° / 40° 
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the principle of thermal mass for a  solar passive design
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monk’s chapel

+

school

+

central core

the principle of thermal mass for a  solar passive design
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monk’s chapel

+
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+
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insulated north façade

glazed south façade

insultated roof

monk’s chapel

+

shell

+

central core

the principle of thermal mass for a  solar passive design
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light roof

+

timber/glass shell

+

central core

the principle of thermal mass for a  solar passive design
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tree components /  one structure

timber beams
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tree components /  one structure
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north

southwest

east

linear sequence of volumes
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north
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D

D

D

D

W

D

W
1

existing situation

school building
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D
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D
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area of intervention
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D

D

D

D

W

D

W
1

new addition
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n e w  c h a p e l
a s  l i n k  t o  M o n a s t e r y
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amphitheatre
as link to  local community
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community center
t r a i n i n g  c e n t e r  a n d  m e d i c a l  p o s t
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p l a y g r o u n d
a s  s p a c e  f o r  t h e  s c h o o l
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t h e  b u i l d i n g

The building
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school
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monk’s chapel

+

school

78



monk’s chapel

+

school

+

community center
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mediator 
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longitudinal section
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radiant walls

81



fireplaces at the groundfloor
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daily routine / height 

81



Morning at the groundfloor

classrooms

81



afternoon at the firstfloor

leisure space /  library / teacher’s rooms

81



night at the second floor

children’s bedrooms

81



basement

classrooms for community 
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basement

toilets and showers

81



semi-covered exterior

monk’s chapel + meditation space 
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upper floor 

82



fix programmes inside  the volumes
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organic labyrinth of spaces all round
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upper floor 
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first floor

85



ground floor
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permeable sides
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interior

exterior
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interior

exterior
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interior

exterior
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interior

exterior
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interior

exterior
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interior

exterior
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interior connect the two realms
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walkable path / verandah
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episodes of re-use

sand
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scaffolding

episodes of re-use
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existing structure

episodes of re-use
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groundair heat exchanger
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cross section
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water management

month mm of rain m3 collected    

jan 120 91

feb 190 144

mar 210 159

apr 140 106

may 110 83

jun 140 106

jul 290 220

aug 250 190

sep 130 98

oct 40 30

nov 30 23

dec 70 53
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water management

month mm of rain m3 collected    for toilets

jan 120 91 100%

feb 190 144 100%

mar 210 159 100%

apr 140 106 100%

may 110 83 100%

jun 140 106 100%

jul 290 220 100%

aug 250 190 100%

sep 130 98 100%

oct 40 30 52%

nov 30 23 40%

dec 70 53 91%
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water management

month mm of rain m3 collected    for toilets for showers

jan 120 91 100% 23%

feb 190 144 100% 61%

mar 210 159 100% 72%

apr 140 106 100% 34%

may 110 83 100% 18%

jun 140 106 100% 34%

jul 290 220 100% >100% 

aug 250 190 100% 94%

sep 130 98 100% 28%

oct 40 30 52% 0%

nov 30 23 40% 0%

dec 70 53 91% 0%
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qualities
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explicitness

qualities
99



modularity

qualities
99



feasibility

qualities
99



flexibility

qualities
99



reproducibilty
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“how difficult is for us architects [. . .] to achieve a result as natural as that 

of ‘architecture without architects’  that farmers and men of sea have always 

built with content unawareness.” 

Gio Ponti
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Thank you




