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Hh A AHE H XSS NBERANAER SRS I ZARERNESE? MBS RE —MER T
NRBRESHFHBRIZHHZD? BORENRERBSMBIKIEN. KIUHNBRAESHELESHE?

FIERBRISTF, ZHEIX—SEEREE, ALUNERATRREALZ MEHEEN, i2—fE
E—BE—MILBRMNMNECRENEYDEIASFENSE, BXEE, RNEFNSENTERINAE
o, MAMURB AT “BE" . ERBENBRG % ENLAESEEENE X ABNN S AEBFERN
=8,

WMRBMNBATRNNSAEEFENZE, BIOMREIZATRNM “BEGFE" EE=E. ZNEFRER
RIEREMNERRMBZLHN, MREZARNM ‘BEEE EEZH,
If we are architects, we are modern architects. We have been trained not only in the modern
tradition of composition and construction and details. We have also been trained to regard our
designs as modern or not, as belonging to a particular time.
Did architects and builders in other ages and other cultures share our modern attitude? Can
architects and builders now discover an attitude and a way of building something different from
the modern attitude? Can we combine modern insights with timeless, vernacular insights?
Recent designs reveal how difficult it is. Vernacular building, it turns out, is more than techniques
and materials and forms. Vernacular building is an attitude. It is an attitude that lets us see our-
selves in what we build. Without thinking about it, we recognize ourselves in spaces that make
space for our body, not alone space for our concepts. They make space for our body through
their measures, their scales, and the composition of their boundaries.
If we build in order to make space for our body, then we make space for our whole being. Our
goal is not to prove we're contemporary, not to show we're innovative. Our goal is to make space
for our whole being.

Vernacular
and Modern
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Modern Vernacular?

Modern vernacular is an oxymoron. The two terms fight with each
other. They are opposites. They don't belong together. If we say
something is gigantically tiny, we smile at the oxymoron of the -
two terms form. But when we look for examples of modern ver-
nacular buildings, we're probably not aware of the paradox.
Vernacular

Vernacular is what is native. We applied the term originally to lan-
guage, and only later on to buildings. What's native is what arises
in our experience. In building we distinguish native materials and
building techniques from materials and ways of building we im-
port from far away.

Our experience is not only our encounter with materials in a ma-
terialistic world. Our experience is also our discovery of meaning
in our world. When we look at buildings we call vernacular, we see
ourselves reflected in them. Windows stand, just like people stand
when they move through rooms. Windows don't lie down, don't

Madern Vernacular?/Jaap Dawson
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look like mailboxes. Elevations remind us of the human form: they
stand on the ground, and they wear a crown. They are not ab-
stract sculptures, disembodied things. Columns don't only serve
to conduct annoying forces into the ground: they greet us as liv-
ing beings with feet, body, and head. And the size of the rooms
in vernacular buildings grows from our original need to contain
our body and our soul. Vernacular rooms give way naturally to
vernacular compositions: rooms grouped together around a cen-
tral space.

Vernacular, is what's native to our own make-up, what arises in
us automatically. It's our tendency to build a world we can expe-
rience as alive; and the only way to do that is through analogy.
What we see, what we meet, in a vernacular building is not materi-
als alone but elements that are like us, like living beings. We build
a world that gives us meaning, not just comfort. We build a world
that makes space for our soul, not just for our activities.
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Sao Jorge Interpretation Center, made of vernacular materials
so that it blends in easily with the surrounding environment
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Modern

Maodern is another kettle of fish altogether. Modern is what belongs
to a particular time. And we all know there's nothing so old as yes-
terday's newspaper. It's no longer modern. It's no longer in style.

In architecture, and among professional architects since roughly
the 1920s, modern is something else again. It's a doctrine. It tells
us we should ignore both the ways we built previously and the
attitude we previously had when we built: the vernacular attitude.
If you take a good look at buildings we classify as modern, you will
discover something quite revealing. They're not truly new. They're
the denial of what we always built.

They're the denial of what we always built because they go out
of their way and not to follow the compositional order that arises
from how we perceive our world. Christopher Alexander adeptly
describes this order in 15 properties he detects again and again
in vernacular buildings through the ages and across cultures. The
properties, in both the spaces and the materials that bound them,
include focusing on and celebrating centres, local (but not rigid)
symmetries, clear boundaries and etc.. Nikos Salingaros grounds
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the 15 properties in the natural world, showing for example the
organizational pattern of fractals in biology and in design.
Modern architecture follows rules, and the design rules are the
negation of the rules that lead to vernacular buildings. Instead of
local symmetries, we find machine-like series. We can't find cen-
tres anymore, neither do we find clear boundaries. Space flows ev-
erywhere, escapes, no longer contains us. Rather than a vertical or
horizontal hierarchy in elevations, we see abstract shapes or com-
binations of shapes that are not linked together. And perhaps the
most glaring denial of timeless architecture is the modern doc-
trine that a building should look as though a machine had built it.
Buildings, Spaces, Attitudes

Let's look at several recent examples of buildings we might call
modern vernacular. Let's rediscover what is vernacular in them
and what is modern in them. Let's discern the design rules their
architects followed. And once we've met the buildings, we'll be
ready to ask other questions. Why are we concerned with labels in
the first place? What do labels have to do with our experience of
spaces and buildings? Why do we let a style straitjacket us? What's
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Takern Visitor Center, establishing a dialogue with history by updating the local tradition of
thatched roofs with a modern form
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behind our motivation to make buildings we can label as modern?
Sao Jorge Interpretation Center

This refreshingly modest building on Séo Jorge Island, Portugal,
serves as a venue for environmental education.

What's vernacular;

The materials are clearly vernacular: they come from the environ-
ment that the centre is concerned with, and they blend in easily
with that environment. But what is even more significant than the
materials is the spatial composition: it has the scale of a vernacular
house, with clearly defined rooms, a vernacular roof with the ridge
in the middle, and window surrounds that form houses in minia-
ture in the elevations.

What's modern;

Virtually the only element that turns this vernacular composition
into something self-consciously modern is the windows that turn
the corner without any visual support. To the untutored eye the
stone above the windows rests on the window itself. The corner
boundary of the building is in hiding.

!
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Dailai Conference Hall, leading people back to nature for a vernacular experience
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‘Takern Visitor Center

This building greets its visitors at the point where a Swedish forest
ends and a reed landscape begins.

What's vernacular;

The use of thatch for the roof covering is vernacular both as ele-
ment and as material culled from the immediate environment.
What's modern;

The essence of the building, and the attitude that gives rise to it,
are glaringly modern. Instead of running parallel to the ground
and the ridge, the gutter rises and falls randomly, turning the
building into an abstract mass. The walls are forbidden to meet
each other at right angles. And interior spaces are active and busy
due to their unexpected forms and boundaries. The whole com-
position might well be compared with spaceships that happen
to have landed on the same field. They are hardly native to how
we build without thinking about it, and how we build spaces to
contain our body and our soul.

Dailai Conference Hall

A residential resort in Vinh Phuc Province, Vietnam, aims to bring
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Bangkok Tree House's wooden piers, bridges and the structure of the rooms recall a vernacu-
lar world
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people back to nature. Does that mean we can have a vernacular
experience in it?

What's vernacular;

The route leading to the conference hall brings the visitor to and
through a sensual gate punctured in an otherwise blind stone
wall. Students of architecture would surely recognize in the route
to and through the forbidden city. Once inside, the vistor finds
himself captivated by a veritable forest of bamboo, bundled to-
gether to form the roof trusses and indeed the roof itself. Both
the bamboo and the stone are vernacular materials collected in
Rudolfsky's Architecture without Architects. A thatched roof crowns
both the building and the list of vernacular materials.

What's modern;

Though the trusses give a certain scale to the large interior space,
the walls remain abstract. The regimented holes between the
stone blocks make it quite impossible to detect the scale of a
human body in the abstract walls. Except for the gate, the stone
wall on the entry side lacks all information that might let us see a
body in it. The trusses do their best to avoid an obvious ridge in
the middle of the space, resulting in different roof pitches. Such
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a design is clearly the result of a modern attitude that tells us we
shouldn't be too traditional.

Bangkok Tree House

This hotel attempts to recreate the experience of dwelling in a
tree house, even if the rooms don't literally rest on the branches
of a tree.

What's vernacular,

The wooden piers and bridges, the wooden structure of the
rooms, the relationship of the rooms with the land around them:
they all recall a vernacular world.

What's modern;

The design itself belies the modern attitude both in composition
and details. Which modern-trained architect would not recognize it
in the structural and thus intellectual composition of Aldo van Eyck's
Amsterdam Orphanage? Which vernacular builder would build cur-
tain-wall elevations rather than windows cut in a wall? Even the stair
with alternating treads tells us how strongly the architect was influ-
enced by his training in the modern tradition.

BES Pavilion

In Vietnam a cluster of pavilions illustrates how we can build sus-
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tainably, not only with materials but also with the composition °

itself. -
What's vernacular;

The various one-room pavilions stand informally around a center
space as though they were huts grouped around holy ground, or
else actors standing at exactly the right distance from each other
on a stage. They embody a natural order that does not seem all
contrived. The walls made of either loam or stone, the beams
made of bamboo, and the screens made of smaller pieces of
bamboo: they are all native materials that work together to form a
composition native to how we can build.

What's modern;

You have to search quite hard to find a residue of the modern
attitude in this gentle building. You might call the walls modern.
Though they're undeniably massive, they stand as planes that
never turn the corner. In this respect they belie a certain cognitive
approach to the composition.

Lanxi Curtilage

A private club in Chengdu, China, including a restaurant and an
inner courtyard, is an attempt at a modern interpretation of a tra-
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BES Pavilion, a sustainably built structure both in terms of
materials and composition itself
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ditional Chinese garden and architecture.

What's vernacular;

The vernacular discoveries in the Forbidden City have inspired the
architects here as well, both in the columns and beams that form
one of the porches and in the gracefully curved roof above it. The
window shutters are unattestably timeless as well. And the spatial
composition juxtaposes small spaces with larger spaces and then
with still larger spaces. The inspiration is said to be a traditional
Chinese garden. The result is in any case vernacular since the hu-
man body is the generator of the spatial building blocks.

What's modern;

The attitude the architects took when they were inspired by the
traditional Chinese garden is, however, modern. It's conceptual.
It's the attempt to create something new and different rather
than the attempt to build something objectively good and mean-
ingful. This same modern attitude led the architects to create an
undulating series of pitched roofs in order to recall the region’s
rivers. Nowhere in vernacular architecture do builders try to cre-
ate symbols which become no more than allegories. Vernacular
builders create homes for the human body and the human soul.

B F R4t ©H&P Architects (Tran Tuan
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ripple wall of Lanxi Curtilage which was derived from an
interpretation of water, a flexible natural conception
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The walls of the building are similarly cognitive, similarly abstract,
similarly scaleless: rather than embrace the visitor, they give him a
message. The next step would be to hand out folders telling visi-
tors what they were meant to associate once they inhabited the
building. And the only association possible in the curtain walls
surrounding the courtyard is either Lever House or the Seagram
Building.

Cassia Coop Training Center

In this sustainable cinnamon school in Sumatra, workers learn
both their trade and their rights. And the columns in the building
are the parts of the cinnamon trees that are normally discarded.
What's vernacular;

The spatial composition is vernacular in the best, timeless sense:
small buildings cluster together to enclose an open square. They
make a centre of it. The scale of the buildings is the scale of a hu-
man body. The buildings stand in just the right places as though
they were human actors telling a story on stage.

Except for the concrete, the building materials are vernacular as
well: locally made bricks and native cinnamon trees as columns.
The building method is vernacular too: local, unskilled people

AERIIPOEERERLRE, HRENRE
the spatial composition of Cassia Coop Training Center is
vernacular in the timeless sense
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build with their own hands. The building itself tells you it was built
with human hands.

What's modern;

The windows are haphazardly punched in the walls: they form no
meaningful composition; they remind us of the arbitrarily placed
windows in many prize-winning contemporary buildings. The col-
umns follow their own path, quite divorced from the spaces they
help to define. We can't recognize a human body in them. If we
are trained architects we might recognize Le Corbusier’s piloti in
them: piloti plays no role in defining space. The walls that define
the rooms are separate from the structure that supports the roof:
equally Corbusian, equally modern, equally ideological. And the
panes in the larger windows are not allowed to be orthogonal:
clearly another borrowing from current modern architecture.
They have nothing to do with how we perceive walls, how we
experience space, how we regard ourselves.

Modern vernacular: Is a synthesis possible?

Buildings and spaces speak to us. They tell us what we've built.
They embody the attitude we took when we designed and built
them. And so they tell us how we use that attitude and how that
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attitude uses us.

The attempt to create a building we might call modern vernacular -
is itself the result of an attitude. That attitude is one of the cardinal
doctrines of modern architecture: building something we can call
modern; building something that belongs exclusively to our own
age. It is as though there was but one god in the world of archi-
tecture, and the Spirit of the Age is his name.

The attitude that produces vernacular architecture is not con-
cerned with keeping up with the times. It is not doctrinal. It doesn’t
challenge us to make a building that reminds us of a mountain
range or a wave or a forest. The vernacular attitude comes from
the knowledge our body has of spaces. We yearn for spaces that
contain us. We want to see ourselves reflected in the boundaries
of those spaces. We long for spaces we can experience as alive,
not spaces we encounter as things.

The tools we use when we design and build are extensions of our
hands. Does that mean that digital technologies are the vernacu-
lar of our current age?

The answer lies not in the tools but in the attitude we take when
we use them. What, really, do we want to design and build? Are
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- we conscious of our wishes? Are our wishes deeper than what we

think about them?

The record of vernacular architecture proves they are. A vernac-
ular world is a native world, a world native to who we are and
what we are. A vernacular world is a world filled with meaning,
not meaning we think about, but meaning we encounter and rec-
ognize. Once you've met meaning, you no longer have to codify
it, to make a doctrine of it. A dream or a vision touches all of you.
A doctrine touches only your head. And in the world we build, it
produces headaches.

Our particular age is not holy. Life is holy. We are capable of build-
ing a world we can experience as holy, as whole. When we do,
we no longer ask whether we can call our architecture modern
vernacular or not. We're no longer preoccupied with who we are
as architects, with what our colleagues think of us. We're simply
builders, timeless builders, with an inborn task: to build 2 world
native to our own nature. Jaap Dawson
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