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Modern Vernacular Homes: Happiness Matters

‘The people of Southeast Asia are accustomed to warm and humid
climates, exposure to bright sunlight, and heavy rains that happen on
occasion. Since ancient times, they have built and made changes to
design in a bid to make their homes fit for the lifestyle needs of
a particular time and‘place. This in turn gave rise to traditional
knowledge that has taken centuries to evolve into the form and
function that we see today.

It wasn't long before modern design ideas and technology arrived
from the West, which led to experimentation to determine the
practicality of new methods, materials and activities. [t came at a time
of economic development throughout the region. From the start it
begged the question about impacts on people’s lives and their culture.
As it happens, ongoing interaction between East and West has brought
about an interesting combination of modern ideas and traditional
vernacular values. Still, it raises many questions. Among them: How
do you build so that the home doesn’t feel hot inside? Is the wooden
house difficult to maintain? Is vernacular style really suitable for the
present circumstances? Isnt it rather old-fashioned though? And house-
on-stilts design, is it appropriate for modern living? Steel houses too,
is it comfortable to live in one? With these questions in mind, our
BaanLaeSuan team has looked into ten houses that are built by
combining the key aspects of vernacular design with new materials and
technology. We look at how well they perform in the climate of
Southeast Asia and how they fit in with the pace of modern life. We
trust that some of the ideas presented can be adapted to suit your

specific lifestyle needs.

BaanlaeSuan Magazine
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Understanding
Vernacular Architecture,
Ilts Existence and Influences
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What Is Vernacular Architecture?

Author and historian Bernard Rudofsky is renowned for
his 1964 book “Architecture Without Architects: A Short
Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture”. The title clearly
defines vernacular architecture in a short, succinct phrase that
conjures up the images of houses built with what’s available in a
region and culture. They include the mud house of an African
tribal Villagc, the earth-sheltered dwclling in parts of China, and
the desert tent symbolic of the Bedouin lifestyle, not to mention
the river raft house of Shanghai.

In a nutshell, vernacular architecture refers to the style of
building dcsign based on the use of methods and materials
available in a culture and capable of answering the lifestyle needs
ina locality. It’s indicative of the typical pattern of behavior within
a community, the way people solve problems, and how they adapt
or become fitted to their environment. All of these things form an
attractive combination that’s drawing more people towards
vernacular architecture nowadays. Like a bridge connecting past
and present, the influences of traditional architecture will continue
to play a role in shaping contemporary building and the modern-
day practice of dcsign.

MODERN VERNACULAR HOMES &
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Distinctive Character
of the Four Regions
of Thailand

Terrain features have a profound
effect on the weather and climate patterns
of the four regions of Thailand. Whether it
be the North, the Northeast, the Central
Plains, or the South, the differences among
them are manifested in the way vernacular
architecture has evolved into distinctive
character over time, the big picture of
which can be summarized as follows.
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Gable roof decoration “Kalae”

ISOUNTALHED

= =% dJ
vedouggsniamiiahudugouniiaras
o 2, = el
ardnsdunn Aedgluuuaniilnenssw
wzuAnFRannAEd. gonilnenssilaaey
&I P = <3 = o e 2sl
hgana “Ganniue? uFeudmiugiguy
WrasguEl WAnshaanGEauandyaunsaiaz
1 5 k% = = % )
rigfrdngmnudszms Guuuumunmsaiaih
=l o = . dll o3| 2
suflediman uarinisdsedu ‘nua” dathild
LNZARNAY NN N LLEEASD

Northern Home

Much of what is the Northern Region
today formerly was part of the ancient
kingdom of Lanna. The region is renowned
for its beautiful architecture chat differs
greatly from that found in other parts of
the country. Worthy of attention is an
architectural style known as “Ruean Kalae”,
a house design with distinctive gable roof
decorations that indicate the leadership status
of the homeowner within a communiry.
The elaborate diagonal bracings are placed
at either end of the ridge beam where two
rafters meet. They are made of beautiful
carved wood sculptures.

Built of hardwood, Ruean Kalae isa
house on stilts by design divided into two
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apartments. One building is made bigger
than the other according to traditional
beliefs. They sit under big roofs with
extended overhangs that to protect the
interior from the elements. There are only
a few windows. The rooms are enclosed by
wood panels that can slide open and shut
according to the needs that vary from
season to season. he kitchen is separate
from the main living area. The house floor
plan includes a semi-outdoor sitting area
that serves multiple purposes. Its located
between interior living spaces and the
unroofed platform.
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Huean Khong

Isah (Northeastern) Home

“Huean” is Isan for “Ruean” which
means a place of residence. “Huean Isan”
comes in three types.

Huean Koei refers to the single
detached home with asymmetrical roof
design. There’s a longer roof overhang on
one side that protects an add-on area along
the house exterior reserved for household
shores. The floor space along the side of
the house is known as “Koei”.

Huean Fae is a duplex house design.
The twin units are built close together so as
to benefit from the same structural frame.
The side that houses the bedrooms, known
as “Huean Yai”, is enclosed by four walls,
while the other unit may have only three

MODERN VERNACULAR HOMES 10

walls with one side fully open to connect
with a nearby veranda.

Huean Khong is similar to a duplex,
except they are two separate buildings.
By not sharing the same structural house
frame, it’s possible to put in an ample
courtyard space in between the two. Either
one of them can be dismantled and
reassembled on a new location if need be.

Like its sister in the North, “Huean
Isan” has its kitchen built separately from
the main living spaces. According to
traditional beliefs, its low-slope roof is
adorned with a design pattern called
“Tawen” or “Tawan”, which is Thai for
the sun.
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Central Region Home

The Central Plains represent an
interesting amalgam of several ethnicities,
which results in a diverse seléction of house
styles. Outstanding among them is the
“Central Region Thai” house, which comes
in three types, namely, the Bamboo house,
Hardwooed house, and Brick and mortar
house. In this edition; we will focus on just
onetype that's worthy of comparison with
its counterparts in other regions.

The Central Region Thai house, also
known as “Traditional Thai house”, isa
place of residence for the people with high
social status, royalty, and the wealthy. It
comes in two different sizes and styles.

- <
Lsayutanere

Single Houses

www.baanlaesuan.com 11

Complex of Houses

Single House is ideal for a small
family. It consists of a building with
sleeping quarters and a kitchen that’s built
separately, but easily accessible via an
unroofed pladform at the center.

Complex of Houses refers to a
group of interconnected buildings with
an unroofed platform at the center. It’s
occupied by a large family that extends
beyond the nuclear family. The complex
usually consists of the main house where
elderly parents live, and separate living
quarters for married children. Each unit is
protected by a privacy screen made of trees
and shrubs planted up front. There’s also
the “Ruean Khahabodi” for the very wealthy
family. The stately home with extensive
floor plan has plenty of room for sleeping
quarters that are more private, plus a spacious
sitting parlor, guest reception area, and
ceremonial facilities at the center of the
platform, not to mention an aviary and
a Buddha room.

By design, Central Region Thai
houses all have one thing in common. The
house on stilts built of hardwood is useful
as a precaution against flash floods that
oceur often during the rainy season. The
underfloor space serves multiple purposes
and provides shelter for livestock. The
tradidonal style is easily recognized by a
large platform at the center and the gently
curved, high pitched gable roof adorned
with fish tail design.
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Leemah, or Hip roof
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Southern Thai Muslim House

UAIAILRIUE

Balano, or Maniia roof
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Maelae, or Gable roof

(

Southern Home

Cultural diversity as well as religious
freedom among the Southern population
has given rise to two distinctive styles of
vernacular architecture; Thai Muslim
house; and its Thai Buddhist counterpart.

Southern Thai Muslim House isa
house on stilts with less functional under-
floor space. It comes in three subcategories,
namely, “Leemah” (Hip roof), “Balano”
{Manila), and “Maelae” (Gable roof).
Interestingly, Balano is the most widespread
of the three styles. Its open floor plan allows
plenty of daylight and makes for a warm
and welcoming layout. The kitchen lies at
the farthest end of the interior. The only
room dividers that exist are walls that
separate the bedrooms and small prayer
room from the common area. The floor
plan layout consists of four parts. The
living room used to entertain house guests
lies under the pinion roof at the forefront
of the house. The guests will not go beyond
this area uninvited. Next is the hallway
that’s reserved for the homeowner family.

www.baanlaesuan.com 13
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Southern Thai Buddhist House

Is made up of a sitting room and all
necessary functions. The bedrooms are set
apart from the rest with a small prayer
room at the center. The farthest end of the
floor plan conrains a kitchen and exclusive
area for female members of the family. Men
and visitors from outside are not allowed
to enter. There’s a flight of stairs art the rear
reserved for women.

Southern Thai Buddhist House is
a house on stilts by design. It stands covered
by either hip or gable roofs. But unlike its
Thai Muslim counterpart, the Thai Buddhist
indoor space is divided into smaller rooms,
cach serving discrete purposes. The bedrooms
are connected to other functions via the
hallway that doubles as a sitting room and
area for the guests. The kitchen is set apart
at the rear of the house.
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The abovementioned represents only a part of vernacular
architecture that shares common features widespread in a particular
area of Thailand. There are other traditional styles that vary from
one province to another. The outcome is dependent upon forces
that have shaped the patterns of behavior over time. Even so, the
influence of wet and dry monsoon secasons has given rise to
vernacular variations that share a distinctive attribute. Notable
among them is house-ons=stilts design with extended roof overhangs
that protect the interior from the sun and inclement weather.
There’s a raised level surface that connects to all areas of the house
plan. Understandably wood and bamboo are the material of choice
since forests are nearby. Vernacular construction often doesn’t
require g dot of manpower, while the tools that people need to build
with are anything but complicated.

Interestingly, our pace of life has changed. We are no longer
connectedwith the way of our ancestors. Neither do we rely on
rajsing animals or growing a garden for food in our daily lives, let
alone hunting and foraging in the mountains and great plains as
was the case in the past. The reality is quite the opposite. Living in
modern cities, we are surrounded by buildings and motor vehicles.
Wood and bamboo are no longer close at hand. [nstead, we now
live in homes built of brick, metal and concrete construction that
have evolved steadily and naturally over time in a particular area.
The point is: Do we still call them “Vernacular Architecture”, or
not? To place them in a class that reflects shared characteristics,
some scholars in the institute ofhigher education have coined the
term “Urban Vernacular Architecture”, one example of which being
overcrowded housing inhabited by low-income families in the city.
It comes into existence as people try to solve problems so as to
meet their specific lifestyle needs. The home is built of material
that’s close by using methods that are readily available in a
particular time and place. Technically speaking, it has evolved in
pretty much the same condition as has traditional vernacular
architecture that’s prevalent in many parts of the countryside.

Being “urban vernacular” presents a new challenge as we try to
define what vernacular is in the true sense of the word. As it stands,
vernacular architecture will continue to encompass a broad range of
human experience awaiting further investigation. We need that

knowledge going forward.
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Veranda and Outdoor Room:
Connecting Functions and Feelings

As it happens, vernacular architecture is piaying an increasing[y
important role in shaping the contemporary housing, style within
Thai society. What scemed rather remote from everyday experience
has transformed into something close at hand. It provides a wealth
of information that gives the architects the inspiration they need
going forward, The most important point about vernacular
architecture is the design thatfs-simpie, practicai and harmonious
with the environment. It offers many advantages that can be

adapted to‘enhance the features of the modern pace of live.

The area under the open sky is one of the features that give the traditional Thai house its character. It provides €asy access to usable

spaces and ﬁlﬂCtiOHS, and is Versatile EHOllgh to serve [Illli[lpié purposcs. it dOleiéS as storage arca and a piace to entertain i'lOLlSé gllEStS. OI

enjoy a good meal together as family and shoot the breeze sitting on the floors, which is quintessentially the Thai way. The semi-outdoor

veranda under long roof overhangs comes in handy for that. Known as “Toen” in the dialect of Lanna, or “Rabiang” in Central Thai, it

provides a iight and airy atmosphere that makes the traditional Thai house feel safe and warm. Typical of a veranda, the roofed piatform

looks out over an open space. The house’s generous floor plan allows windows and doors to open and let fresh air into the interior. Like so,

it’s possible to live comfortably without air conditioning.

www.haanlaesuan.com 15
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Sliding Wall Panela_

Fresh Air, Cool Shade

and Prlvacy

“Fa Lai” in the dialect of
Lanna, sliding wall design makes perfect

Known as

sense when it comes to letting fresh air in,
keeping indoor room in shade, and adding
privacy to the home. Made of materials
sourced directly from the environment,
Fa Lai has its origin in the vernacular
architecture of Lanna. Lightly buile, it
serves as privacy screen to escape from
prying eyes. Traditionally, the sliding wall

sesscess

- o e . e ® e S
A A A S A A &

panel is made stro ng by tightly interweaving
bamboo strands onto a frame. The outcome
is versatile enough to serve multiple purposes.
[t can function as green wall that breathes
fresh air into the room, or as exterior wall
that shades the house and protects it from
the elements. The same knowledge and skill
can be applied to fit in with contemporary
home design. And it doesn’t have to be
bamboo, either. Other materials may work
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just as well. Done right, itadds a pleasing
new dimension to home life. To screen out
harsh sunlight and promote ventilation, the
wall panel can be made of interlacing strips
of wood resembling a lactice. If brick is
available in the locality, a vertical structure
made of air blocks will work like a charm.
Technology is advancing all the time. Even
bamboo can be utilized to meet a wide
variety of construction purposes.
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