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Eco-Chic

Susan Ubbelohde

The Myth of the
Ecological Vernacular

[ saw many huts that the natives made.
They were all alike, and they all worked.
There were no architects there.

Louis Kahn, 1961

This is a story of mythopoeisis, the cre-
ation of a myth, for architects. It is a story
of disjuncture between the intent of the in-
dividual author and the effects of the col-
lective literature, between the stated text
and the subtext of image and graphic de-
sign. At issue is not whether this myth is
true or false, but rather how it has been in-
vented and shaped through a selection of
books published between 1963 and 1972.

In the last decade of the 20th century,
designers share a myth that vernacular de-
sign is a source of truth for the greening of
architecture. This myth, not false in itself,
was given form by publications that have
maintained their power and influence over
20 years later. Collectively, the literature
creates an ethical stance, an iconic set of
images, and a series of how-to manuals
that tie vernacular design with an ecologi-
cal awareness and responsibility. In House
Form and Culture (1969), Rapoport details
the attributes of the vernacular with which
the myth is constructed: vernacular design
has a lack of theoretical or aesthetic preten-
sions, the designs work with the site and
microclimate rather than against, and the
architecture displays a respect for people
and hence for the total environment.

The second of Rapoport’s vernacular at-
tributes is taken up by a number of books
that concentrate on design strategies and
details. Fry and Drew’s Tropical Architec-
ture (1964) states that “we should learn to
draw sensible inferences from the past hab-
its and styles of building...that will help us
to solve our current problems.” This atti-
tude grew naturally from the work of Fry
and Drew in Africa and India, but also ech-
oes Brodrick’s article from a decade ear-
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Duwellings made of one material (reeds). Left: Uru dwelling,
Lake Titicaca, Peru. Right: Marsh Arab dwelling, Iraq-Iran border.

Duwellings made of one material (mud).
Left: Iran. Right: Pueblos, southwestern United States.

Portable tents of sticks and felt.
Left: Arab tent. Right: Mongol Yurt.

i

Two examples from the great range of
house forms using thatch and wood as materials.
Left: Masai dwelling (Africa). Right: Yagua dwelling (Amazon).

Drawings of vernacular dwellings from various cultures. (From House Form and Culture.)

lier, “Grass Roots: Huts, Igloos, Wigwams
and Other Sources of the Functional Tradi-
tion” (Architectural Review, February
1954). Along with Olgyay’s Design With
Climate (1963) and Fitch’s American
Building 2: The Environmental Forces
That Shape It (1972), this volume turns to
vernacular, or “primitive,” buildings and
settlements to learn climate responsive de-
sign strategies, or how to “collaborate”
with nature in providing shelter. Their in-
terest in the vernacular is narrowly

bounded—a desire for technical informa-
tion that has been lost or confused in the
industrialized world and with the techno-
logical advances of post-war construction.

Fitch’s book is a new edition of the sec-
ond half of his 1948 single volume titled
American Building: The Forces That
Shape It. In the rewrite for the 1972 edi-
tion, Fitch incorporated much of the infor-
mation from “Primitive Architecture”
(Scientific American, December 1960) co-
authored by Daniel Branch. Detailed
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examples of “primitive” architecture were
woven into an argument which originally
contained no references to the vernacular
at all. In the 1972 edition, Fitch is prima-
rily concerned with the experience of the
interior environment (aural, visual,
odiferous, and so on), and concentrates
heavily on the possibilities of new tech-
nologies and research. The “primitive” de-
signs are included to teach basic principles,
but instead become objects of fascination
themselves. Performance information
about igloos and pueblos is compelling
enough to overwhelm the caveats in the
text about what we are to learn from them.
To learn that the temperature inside an ig-
loo approaches freezing and to imagine be-
ing comfortable at that temperature virtu-
ally unclothed remains in our memories
long after the “regular” building science
advice has disappeared.

In Design With Climate, Olgyay is
more methodical and less provocative than

Fitch in his categorization. Selective ex-
amples of vernacular design provide evi-
dence that shelter adapts to climate and
that each climate develops a regional char-
acter in architectural form. Vernacular
architecture is shown to operate as a
springboard, similar to animal responses to
climate. This format follows that used ear-
lier in Jeffrey Aronin’s Climate and Archi-
tecture (1953) and Olgyay and Olgyay’s
Solar Control and Shading Devices
(1957). The vernacular references are,
however, a preliminary discussion in-
cluded to ground the proposed theory and
methodology. Olgyay’s real work does not
concern an advocacy of the vernacular, but
rather the scientific methods which will en-
able new designs to achieve the same suc-
cess.

Fry and Drew in Tropical Architecture
are less interested in developing a theory
than a handbook of techniques, something
that can sit on the drawing board and an-

Adobe guardians, Acoma pueblo; New Mexico. (From Design With Nature.)

swer the question of how to detail a roof
for a tropical climate. Vernacular architec-
ture makes a cameo appearance in this
book as images at the beginning of each
chapter. The text is a straightforward hand-
book, and illustrations of the technical
points are made with contemporary archi-
tecture of the 1950s and 1960s and techni-
cal diagrams. Vernacular design is at most
referenced in passing. For example, “Old
Cairo, old Kano city were beautiful be-
cause they had come to terms with their
circumstances and achieved harmony.
Beautiful but unsanitary. The new part of
Kano is sanitary, but it is formless and
ugly. It has not come to any solution.”
Rapoport’s House Form and Culture
(1969) and Goldfinger’s Villages in the
Sun (1969) also pursue the question of how
to make meaningful form, although these
books are not as technological in content
and are less didactic in form. As an anthro-
pologist, Rapoport examines the role of
cultural, social, religious, and physical fac-
tors that influence the form of housing. He
takes issue with noncultural interpretations
of form, complaining that “in architecture
the climatic determinist view, still rather
commonly held, states that primitive man
is concerned primarily with shelter, and
consequently the imperative of climate de-
termines form.” This volley may well be
aimed at Fitch, Olgyay, and Fry and Drew,
who spend little time developing a bal-
anced view of how to learn from the ver-
nacular. Ironically, Rapoport’s discussion
of climate as one source of architectural
form is so clearly written and illustrated
that it has become a standard source for
such information, denying in use the theo-
retical position of the work as a whole.
Goldfinger is not specifically interested
in climate, but rather in community design.
While the bulk of Villages in the Sun se-
duces us with full-page photographs of
Mediterranean villages, the introductory
text tries to define the design lessons which
can be learned from the same. The most in-
teresting aspect of the lesson is told across
the top of the text pages—53 small illustra-
tions are run sequentially, generally pairing
a vernacular image with a contemporary
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design that has learned something from the
vernacular example. Goldfinger sets forth
neither a theoretical position nor a design
manual, but rather a session in “design by
vernacular example.”

In contrast to these “manuals,” contem-
porary publications took the ecological is-
sues head on and searched for an ethical
design behavior, for a means to live in har-
mony with nature through design. Whereas
Rapoport identifies “harmony with nature”
as a characteristic of vernacular design, in
these volumes it is the dominant force. Per-
haps because Architecture Without Archi-
tects (1964) was an exhibition catalogue,
Rudofsky chose to structure his polemic al-
most entirely through black-and-white
photographs. Much like Goldfinger, he re-
lies on a pithy introduction to set the tone:
“Vernacular architecture does not go
through fashion cycles. It is nearly immu-
table, indeed unimprovable, since it serves
its purpose to perfection.” These images
are not as beautifully reproduced as
Goldfinger’s (they were culled from so
many obscure sources), but they are filled
with details and visual patterns that appeal
to designers.

McHarg’s Design With Nature (1969)
may be the most influential as well as the
most intriguing of these books. It is the
only one of these publications that con-
fronts the ecological issue directly and at-
tempts to develop an agenda for the com-
ing decades. McHarg, not coincidentally a
landscape architect, is also the only author
who posits that the work of designers is
about values, not about style, function, or
pragmatism. A collection of detailed envi-
ronmental studies is woven with chapters
of mythical ecological narrative to produce
a work both dense and disarming. McHarg
is direct about his purpose: “This book is a
personal testament to the power and impor-
tance of sun, moon and stars, the changing
seasons, seedtime and harvest, clouds, rain,
and rivers, the oceans and the forests, the
creatures and the herbs. Man...must be-
come the steward of the biosphere. To do
this he must design with nature.” Inter-
spersed among the studies are cultural
comments on the value of the pantheism of

aboriginal societies such as Native Ameri-
cans: “Generally the members of these
aboriginal societies could promise their
children the inheritance of a physical envi-
ronment at least as good as had been
inherited—a claim few of us could make
today. Life and knowledge have become
more complicated in the intervening centu-
ries, but, whatever excuses we offer, it is
clear that we cannot equal this claim.” Yet
in this, the most explicitly ecological of
books, the connections to vernacular de-
sign are made only through inference.
McHarg has followed the Fry and Drew
strategy of bestowing value on the ver-
nacular through full-page photographs at
the beginning of many chapters without
discussing the image in the text. The
pueblo has become an icon and stands
without explanation.

The books discussed above have be-
come classics in their own right. The two
theoretical propositions, Design With Cli-
mate and Design With Nature, have devel-
oped strong reputations and arguably have
had the greatest impact in the design pro-
fessions. None of the publications makes
explicit the myth of an ecological vernacu-
lar, although we tend to imagine that they
do. Each, in their own way, contributes to
the mosaic of ideas and images which has
become the myth. This relationship be-
tween vernacular design and ecological re-
sponsibility has been created in the realm
of the inferential and the collective,
through the power of images and a chemis-
try between the individual texts. While
Olgyay and Fitch present vernacular im-
ages as straightforward textual illustra-
tions, Rudofsky and Goldfinger present the
image as text. They have invited their visu-
ally oriented audience into a world of
beauty and ethical behavior difficult to
achieve in contemporary design practice.
In the extreme, McHarg and Fry and Drew
reference the romance and the power of
vernacular design through images only and
make them “sacred” in their use as frontis-
pieces. The pueblos and the woven thatch
huts are presented as the implicit answer,
both technically and spiritually, to the dif-
ficulties and challenges posed in the text. If

the values inferred by the images are not
enough, Rapoport and McHarg both detail
the spirituality and the “harmony with na-
ture” that have been found by the societies
who created these works.

This use of repeating images collects
the works into a family. As the images
such as that of the pueblo begin to operate
as icons, the myth becomes a collective be-
lief. The resulting relationship of each of
these books to the total myth tends to be
metonymic, wherein an associated detail or
notion invokes the sense of the whole. Cal-
culating sun angles for a design allows one
to feel a bit righteous, since it seems to
contribute to the health of the planet and si-
multaneously connects us to the values of
the culture that invented the tipi. Despite
the variety of intentions of its sources, the
myth of an ecological vernacular has pow-
erful implications for the world of design,
for it tells us that architecture can be as ex-
citing as dancing with wolves, and cer-
tainly as politically correct.
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