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INTRODUCTION

Views of it has changed over time, but in the last three
decades vernacular architecture has enjoyed an exalted
position with many architects (Aysan & Teymur 1990).
Most writingson vernacular architecturetend to extol on its
splendid nature. Vernacular architecturehas been presented
as a beautiful example of what anonymous people, |eft to
their own deviceswithout the interferenceof architects, can
do (Moholy-Nagy 1957; Rudofsky 1964) and what
"unselfconscious” architecture can be (Alexander 1964).
Many architects claim that vernacular architectureinspired
them in their work. Faculty in schoolsof architecturehave
presented vernacular architecture as emulation worthy ex-
emplarsand models(Highlands 1990), and haveencouraged
its study and use as a source of inspiration. If not in its
entirety, certainly in its component parts, vernacular archi-
tecture has become for architectsan ided type, a holy grail
that modem architectural students are challenged to draw
inspiration from. Asone of my professorsonce queried of
us third year architecture studentson afield trip to sites of
architectural importance: "' Those people built these build-
ingshundredsof yearsago, and you today, cannot even draw
them?” Vernacular architecture has become almost mythi-
cal. Thisisamagnificent and romantic pictureof vernacular
architecture. There is the implication that there are no
problemswith vernacular architectureor useof el ementsand
ideasfromit.

| too believethat vernacular architectureprovidesscintil-
lating examples and lessons, and has much to offer. But,
even the moon has a dark side. The view of vernacular
architecturepresentedaboveisat best partial, superficial and
incompleteand perhaps biased as it does not point out any
difficultiesand issues. Y et, there are documented problems
with vernacular architecture. It isimportantfor architectsto
consider theseand have amore balanced view of vernacular
architecture. Knowledge of the problemsis essential so that
architectscan make educated decisionsabout the nature and
impact of a source of their ideasand inspiration. As Oliver
points out:

"We may nurture romantic notions about the techno-
logical qualities, even the superiority, of vemacular
architecture but weshall learn little, and do littleuseful
serviceto the advancement of building, if we are not
aso aware of its weaknesses, even its failures."
(Oliver:1990:153)

In this article, | present a critical look at vernacular
architecture. | describe a typology of views of vernacular
architecture, point out some commonly overlooked features,
and conclude with some additional concerns related to
unconsidered use of vernacular architectural elements. In
doing so | shall call on my research, particularly on my
studiesof vernacular architecturein Iran and India, as well
as on other examples. Vernacular architecture needs to be
seen more wholistically and in depth. 1 do this in the hope
that thiswill lead toadeeper and balanced understandingand
more educated use of vernacular architecture. My intention
isto balancethe picture, not to show vernacular architecture
as not worthy of attention or study.

VIEWSOF VERNACULAR ARCHITECTURE

Architects's views of vemacular architecture have changed
over time. Writings on vernacular architecture can be
categorized based on the view of vernacular architecture
assumed. There have been attempts to categorize the
analysis of vernacular architecture. For example, Upton
(1983) identifies four "avenues of inquiry" as object-ori-
ented, socially-oriented, culturally-oriented, and symboli-
cally-oriented. TothisBourdierand AlSayyad (1989:7) add
" design-oriented. Rapoport(1989:79) developscategories
with adightly different focus of "'the rationalefor studying
traditional environments”. He says:

"One may ignore traditiona environments, one may
acknowledge their existence but deny that they have
any value, interest, or lessons; or one may romanticize
themand try to copy them. | arguethat the only vaid
approach is to analyze them in terms of concepts, and
derivelessonswhich are applicableto research, theory-
building or design.”
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Works on vernacular architecture can be categorized into
four kinds based on the view of vernacular architecturethey
adopt. These are described below.

The despising view

Aysanand Teymur (1990) point out that it in theearly years
of the profession the prevailing view was one of shunning.
Architectswanted to distinguish-themselvesand their work
from those who built without appropriate education and
degrees. They claimedto beableto designinwaysthat were
longer lasting and better than the traditional builders, and
that the people wanted their buildingsto be different and
innovative. Thesewritersviewed vernacular architectureas
simple, primitive, underdevel oped, and thereforeto be de-
spised and ignored.

This view was assisted by some explorers, travellersand
anthropologists, mostly Europeans, who depicted vernacu-
lar architecture in other nations as "barbaric", "inferior",
"ugly" and "ill" (Aysan & Teymur 1990:308; Oliver 1971;
Head 1986), "' non-literate™," pre-literate’ " unsophisticated
(Oliver 1989:53).

Practicing architectstoo, did not see much in vernacular
architecture as worthy of emulation or inspiration. The
attitudewasthat vernacular designswere not very good, and
that architects could use their training, ideas, creativity and
systematically derived knowledgeto design better buildings.
In many instances, vernacular architecture was seen as a
lower bench mark which the modern designs could easily
improve on by a significant margin.

The admiring view

L ater, the view of vernacular architecturechanged to admi-
ration and extolling. Thisview, Aysan and Teymur (1990)
claim, began with the works of Rudofsky (1964) and
Alexander (1964) and has, for the last several decades, been
the prevailing view. In addition to these there have been
many writings about the wonderful nature, virtues and
achievements of vernacular architecture. It has been ad-
mired for creative use of locally available materids, inge-
nious structural design, innovative but simple technology,
novel construction techniques, intelligent problem solving,
wonderful design, captivating beauty of form, and fit with
surroundingg(M oholy-Nagy, 1957; Beazeley 1977; Bahadori
1978, Tavassoli 1983, etc.). Writershave also focused on
design elements, such as design solutions, use of materials,
and so on (seefor example Ranier 1977; Knapp 1989; Blier
1987; Denyer 1978; Ota1972; Swithenbank 1969; McHenry
1983; to name only afew).

In this category too, are writings that have tried to
demonstrate the superb capabilities of vernacular elements
based on tests or analysesalong a variety of considerations.
For exampl e, studieswere conducted of the effectivenessof
passive cooling devices, shading devices, climate control,
etc. (examples are Bahadori 1978, Beazeley 1977). There
are of course writings that extol on the capabilities of

vernacular architecture based on experientia information
while some do this without the benefit of systematic tests
(Beazeley 1966).

Practicingarchitectstoo have, asmentionedearlier, taken
the admiring view. Many architects have seen vernacular
architectureasthesourceof their inspirationand havedrawn
ideasfromit. Theimpact of thisisincreased because many
master and other famousarchitects, who themsel vesareseen
asexamplesand mentors, are seen to belongto thiscategory
(examplesare Frank Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier, Louis 1.
Kahn, CharlesM oore, RobertV enturi, Hassan Fathy, Charles
Correa, tonameonly afew). Tobesure, architectshavebeen
selective in the ideas or elements they borrowed, but not
much is known about why they selected those over others.
Hence, thisisnot aclaim that architects have taken elements
from vernacular architecture without exercising any choice
or being completely uncritical.

The indifferent view

A third set of writings seem not much concerned about
whether vernacular architecture was despicable or admi-
rable. They were not asconcernedwith how well vernacular
architecturewasdesignedor functioned. Rather, theinterest
in this set of writingswas with what vernacular architecture
could teach about a variety of questions of interest to the
researcher. They have seen vernacular architecture as a
vehicle, as an artifact, a record of a civilization or people
which could be used for understanding something else.
There have been many works on vernacular architecture
fromfieldsancillaryto architecture, such asfolklorestudies,
archaeology, geography, and history that have taken this
approach.

Some have seen vernacular architecture as text that
informs us about the lives of the common folk (Glassie
1990). For example, Glassie(1986:395-396) says:

""Some scholars --they may be historians, archaeol o-
gists, cultural geographers, anthropologists, or folk-
lorists- have begun to appreciate the artifact as a
powerful sourceof information. They view objectsas
books that, no matter how pretty the bindings, are
worthless until read.”

Another set among these, wasinterested in the historical
development of vernacular architecture, such as when a
particular feature was introduced. Although a few of these
writings describe design, much like architectura history,
their primary focus has been in the devel opment of epochs,
of ideas, asaway to understand peopleand therelationswith
other people. Geographers, for example, have devoted
attentionto the of thespread or diffusion of certainideasand
artifactsaswell changesin them (seefor eg. Kniffen (1986).

Thesewritershave been only secondarily interestedinthe
design and building aspects of vernacular architecture (ex-
amples are Upton & Vlach 1986; Wells 1986; Carter &
Herman 1989; etc.). For these writers, vernacular architec-



130 83RD ACSA ANNUAL MEETING o HISTORY/THEORY/CRITICISM o 1995

ture was useful primarily to the extent that it was able to
inform them about the civilization, about folkloreand folk
lifestyle, and about societal beliefsabout the universe. For
example, Glassie says:

"A building may enhancethelandscape, but it remains
a heap of old wood and stone until it isanalyzed. The
analysis leads away from a concern with the fabric
itself toward the ideas that were the cause of the
fabric's existence.” (Glassie 1986:396).

Thisisquiteadifferent view fromseeingit asan inspiration.
Largely, these writingshave not provided acritical look
at vernacular architecture.

TheCritical View

Of course, not all recent writings on vernacular architecture
are positive, some are indifferent (as described above), and
afew are critical.

Recently, several authors have attempted to put vernacu-
lar architecturein perspective. Rapoport (1990) hasseenall
architecture on a continuum with four points marked by
primitive architecture at one end, then vernacular architec-
ture, followed by popular architecture,and finaly highstyle
architectureat the other end. In hisclassification,and by his
set of criteria, vernacul ar architectureisnot at theapex. Stea
(1990) describesten mythsthat lead to mistaken ideasabout
vernacular architecture. Oliver (1990) points out several
problems with vernacular know-how, use of materials, and
technology. Others, such as Oliver (1990) and Highlands
(1990), claim that some notions about vernacular architec-
ture, that it was" unselfconscious™ (Alexander 1964) or that
it was built without specialist help (Rudofsky 1964), may
have been incorrect. Yet, the romantic view has prevailed.

THREE COMMONLY OVERLOOKED
FEATURESOF VERNACULAR ARCHITECTURE

Therearedtill other issues, problemsand cautionsassociated
with vernacular architecture which are commonly over-
looked. Below | describe three commonly overlooked
features, symbolism and meaning, context, and culture.

Symbolism and Meaning

Several writershaveargued that architectureissymbolic and
carriesmeaning(seefor exampleRapoport 1982; Mazumdar
1986). There have also been writingsabout the symbolism
attachedto moderndesigns. Vernacular architecturetoo, has
received a fair amount of attention from the symbolic
perspective. Anthropologistsin particular have seen archi-
tectureas being symboalic, to the extent that architectureisof
interest to them primarily if it can be seen as symbolic of
society and its beliefs (see for example Cunningham 1972;
Bourdieu 1973, Tambiah 1973). Architectstoo, have seen
architecture as symbolic. But other than writings by archi-
tectsabout what their designssymbolize, thisliteratureis not
large.

Theway | am addressing symbolism and meaning, espe-
cialy with regard to vernacular architecture and use of
vernacular elements and ideas is different from seeing
vernacular architectureas symbolic of some aspect of soci-
ety or even builders seeing the building as symbolic of their
visionof theworld or partsof it. Many vernacular architec-
tural elementsaresymbolic. They are symbolicin thesense
that the symbolic elementscontain or convey a message or
messages. For example Knapp (1989:2) says:

"Chinese rural houses not only communicate these
folk beliefs but al so expressthe conjoined cosmol ogi-
cal and technica practicesof China's imperial tradi-
tion seen in palaces, temples, and even grave Sites.”

Symbolism can beintended in the use of theelement. Let
us cdl this denotative symbol. An example of a denotative
symboal is the use of markers to indicate ownership. The
houses of Zoroastriansin Iran were required to have some
symbols on the front door. These markers constituted
denotative symbol sasthey were expressly designed to point
out the houses where Zoroastrianslived.

Messages can be read into architectural elements and
their use or non-use. These can be called connotative
symbols. In Iran, Zoroastrians houses were required to be
low in height. Therewassome variationin theregulationor
in the interpretation so that in some placesthe height wasto
belower thanthehousesof Muslims, in someareastheheight
wasto bedeterminedby aMuslimon horseback, and in some
areas Zoroastrianhousescould not higher than the tip of an
outstretched hand of aMuslim (English 1966, Mazumdar &
Mazumdar 1984). There was functional reason for this: it
was to prevent non-Mudlims to overlook into the houses of
Mudlims (Mazumdar & Mazumdar 1994). To Iranians, the
low heights of the houses connoted the ownership of the
house as wdll as the status of the owner. In addition, use of
specia and peculiar elements, such as single-leaf doors, or
non-use of el ements, such as lack of double-leaf doors, can
and were used assymbols by thelocal peopleto connote the
ownership, socia status and other characteristics of the
OWNErs.

Vernacular architectural elements can also carry mean-
ings for members of aculture. The featuresof Zoroastrian
houses described above had intense negative meanings for
the Zoroastrians. The low heights not only connoted to
Iranians that the house occupants were Zoroastrian, to
Zoroastriansit was a constant reminder that they could not
build higher houses. The heights and other features of
Zoroastrian houseswerealmost daily remindersof their low
status and condition, which they were powerlessto change.
These elements thus carried deep meaning, which in this
instance were intensely negative. While the meanings
described above were negative, it is important to note that
meaning can also be positive.

Desecration or destruction of architectural el ements that
carry strong positivemeaningscan lead to mourningthe loss
of that element. It may lead to actions, such as reconstruc-
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tion, development of plans and strategies to prevent further
or future desecration and destruction. It may also lead to
moreVvigilant guarding of thoseel ements, seekingof retribu-
tion and even retaliation. Similarly, destruction, abolition,
or non use of elements which have negative meanings may
lead to pleasure. For example, lifting of regulations regard-
ingbuildingheights, doors,and use of badgirs(windcatchers),
which Zoroastrians were disallowed from using, were seen
positively by the Zoroastrians. Also, the use of ideas and
elements from Sassanian times was seen positively by
Zoroastrians. On the other hand, use of elements having
positive meanings in ways that are seen as inappropriate,
demeaning, destructive or lacking respect can lead to fedl-
ingsof hurt, disappointment, displeasure, and anger. These
may lead to refusal to accept or use those elementsin those
way's, and to actionsto changethe useof those elements. For
example, theswastika (a cross with the endsturned at right
angletotheleft, likea Z) isan auspicioussymbol to Hindus
and hasbeen used for centuriestosignify well beingand good
luck on special occasions. (It wasal so an auspicioussymbol
of longevity used on vernacular buildings in China {see
Knapp 1989:156, Figs. 5.26, 5.27)). ThisauspiciousHindu
symbol wasused by an American universityaspart of itslogo
and had beenin usefor many decades. A different reversed
(across with ends turned at right angle to the right, like an
S) and rotated (at 45 degreesto the vertical) version of the
swastika, black on white background with an eagleatop, was
used asan emblemby the German National Socialist(NAZI)
Party astheir symbol (Shepherd 1971:334-335; Biedermann
1972:409; Whittick 1971:308, 326-329). For Jews, particu-
larly holocaust survivors, this graphic became a memorial

and mnemonic for bad memoriessymbolizingthe atrocities
and persecution they had faced. A few years ago, this
university decided to discontinuethe use of thissign in its
logo (even though the symbol they had used wastheorigina

Hindu swastikawhich still meansgood luck to Hindus). For
this university then, a symbol had changed meaning from
positive to negative.

Some of these featuresand meaningsmay not be imme-
diately obvious when one looks superficially at vernacular
architecture. Anelement that seemsto be rather innocuous
to an architect who is not well versed on the symbolismand
meaningsof the vernacular elements, may carry deep mean-
ings to culture members. For example, Le Corbusier's use
of the rainwater spoutsand glorifyingand celebratingthese
asamajor and central featurein important architectureof the
state capitol was seen by many locals as awkward. Many
were surprised that a common and simple element as a
rainwater spout could be given so much importance (seea so
Sarin). Rains were not particularly heavy or common in
Chandigarh and neither were his buildings made like the
local vernacular architecture, out of easily destructible wa-
ter-solublemud. So the elevation of relatively unimportant
feature in this manner defied logic for some loca people.
Useof avernacular element may symbolizegiving credence
to, legitimizing, or valuing it when that soci ety considersthat

element of lower order, common, crass or ugly.

Similarly, use of elements from the past may be bother-
some asit may be seen as stagnancy and even regression by
many local people who attempt to improve their lot by
making a move to toward more modem materials and the
formsthey make possi ble, such asmulti-storiedtowers, huge
unobstructed spans, large glass windows, plastics, metals.
At times symbolsare used to indicate progressand moder-
nity. For example, in Lucknow, India, one house had an
airplane made of concrete on its roof, perhapsas a sign of
progress and modernity. The house across the street had a
rocket built into the front of it. This indicates a certain
""conversation' through the use of architectureasasymbolic
communication medium. Some feel that new kinds of uses
deserve new forms, materials, elements and so on.

Context

Context is used here to mean the background conditions,
circumstancesor situationswith respect to the environment,
people and other creaturesand things. The designs, forms,
and elements used in vernacular architecture are set in a
surrounding context. It is important to understand this
context so that we are able to obtain a better understanding
of vernacular and of theeffectsof using vernacular el ements.

From an analytical perspective, context provides the
background information necessary to understand the rel-
evanceand effectivenessof asolution. Specificdesignscan
be seen as attemptsat resolving some " problems” related to
the context. The context and parametersfor similar ** prob-
lems" can differ in detail and thus change the nature of the
"problem™. This should help us understand vernacular
elements. An example of an environmental context is
climate. Asiswell known, hot humid climatecan pose quite
adifferentdesign ' problem' than a hot dry climate; and the
solutions can be quite different.

Parameters may also be affected by factors that seem
minor to those not involved. For example, two areas
classified as hot dry may have different climatic conditions.
One may get slight breezes and another may not, this may
lead to different design problems and different design fea
tures. Further, the breeze may befrom onedirectionin one
instance while for another it may blow from different
directions. Presenceor absenceof sand and dust inthebreeze
may changethe natureof the design problems. To thismay
be added the presenceor absenceof flyinginsects, mosquitos
and even micro-organisms. A design solution for one set of
contextual problems may not be appropriate when one or
more of these contextual problemsis different.

A variety of other contextua factors similarly can be
considered, such as availability of materials, technology,
and so on. Knowing these can help us understand the
selection process.

Borrowingof elements, designs, and ideasfrom vernacu-
lar architecturewithout agood understanding of the context
may lead to inappropriatesol utions becausethe context and
thereforethe "' problems™ and the ensuing design solutions



132 83RD ACSA ANNUAL MEETING e HISTORY/THEORY/CRITICISM e 1995

arequite likely to bedifferent. Anexample of inappropriate
borrowing and use of vernacular elements is provides by
Fathy:

"In modem architecture, claustra are sometimes used
inappropriately over the entire facade of a buildingto
serveasabrise-soleil. Infact, theclaustrum isascreen
tobe set inan opening of proper size and should not be
used asabearingwall. Inextendingit beyonditsframe
and scale to cover an entire facade, thestructural scale
and aesthetic rules of architecture are disturbed. Fur-
thermore, when claustra are set at eye level, they
annoy the eye with dazzling contrasts of light and
shade, resulting from the inappropriate relative and
absolute sizesof the solid and void latticecomponents
and thelack of graduation caused by therectangul arity
of the bars."” (Fathy:1986:55; picture on p. 111).

Fathy (1986:58) also mentions that the malgaf (windcatch)
can be used appropriately in modern buildings, as was done
by Paul Rudolf in his proposal for the School of Architecture
in Yae University (see Fathy 1986:120 for a picture).

Culture

Although culture underlies many of the categoriesdescribed
above, itisuseful to highlight somespecial aspectsandtore-
emphasize its importance. Rapoport (1969a,b) has shown
that choices of architectural elements are not determined by
technology, availability of materials, climate but rather are
mediated by the cultures. He providesevidenceto indicate
that different cultures, left to their own devices, devel optheir
own, mostly unique solutions (see also Saile 1980). For
example, for transporting water long distances the Romans
developed the aqueduct, while the Iranians have under-
ground water channels called ganats. An architectural
equivalent isthedifference between magaf and badgir, both
windcatchers, pointed out by Fathy (1986).

Cultural valuesaffect theframing and selection of design
"problems". Choices are involved in the selection and
definition of a "problem™ as one, out of the numerous
problemsrelated to architecture, requiring attention. These
selection decisionsaremediated by cultural values, logicand
notionsof appropriateness. Hence, the' problem* set by one
culture in an area, for example in ahot dry climate, may be
quite different from the way it is seen by another.

Selection of asol utionasappropriatea soinvol veschoices
which are affected by cultural values. Historically, presum-
ably, numerous and progressive attempts were made over
timeto resolvethe" problems” faced by asociety. Some of
these must have been seen as being better than others, as
some were selected more and became common practice.
That is, choiceswere made by membersof that cultureusing
their ownvaluesand ensuing logicregardingwhichsolutions
were more appropriate. Hence, even if the parametersand
definition of aproblem were identical, the solution selected
by two cultures may still vary. The variety of architectural
designsof different culturesin the world isevidence of this.

Thus, a cultures exercise judgement in the decision in
selecting which "problems™ and architectural design solu-
tions are appropriate. A design solution may be deemed
inappropriate by a culture even if it is technologically
advanced and sophisticated, uses innovative materials, or
even innovative design ideas. It is therefore useful for
designersto consider culture (see aso Rapoport 1969).

Culturesreject designs they consider inappropriate. For
example, in this case from India, deeming that local fisher-
man needed more permanent and proper housing rather than
live in their vernacular housing referred to by the govern-
ment as" shacks", the government designed and built aset of
multi-storied flats for the fishermen. Even though the
government pressured them to move into and live in their
flats, apparently, the fishermen rented out or sold the flats
and continuedtoliveintheir " shacks™. They preferred their
shacksapparently becausethe flats were not seen by them as
appropriatefor fisherman's lifestyle. One problem was that
therewasnospacein theflatsto spread fishing netstodry and
repair.

Another example is the story of the selection of the
"wrong" designin Turkey. Western architects were invited
to designand build housing in response to an environmental
disaster--that of an earthquake. These architects designed
multistoreyed housing in response. To house construction
workers, they used designed-to-be-temporary, rapidly con-
structed geodesic domes. These geodesic domes were to be
dismantled on completion of the main project. The loca
Turkish people reportedly preferred the geodesic domes to
the housing units designed for them (Warfield persond
communication). For the same reasons, use of vernacular
architectural elements from elsewhere may or may not be
seen as appropriate by the culture.

CONCLUDINGDISCUSSION

In this paper | have described four different views taken by
writingson vernacular architecture. | suggested that it isnot
very useful to overlook vernacular architecture by consider-
ing it unsophisticated. Looking at the positive aspects of
vernacular architecture for the lessons it holds is useful.
Theseexcitetheimaginationand spur action. These qualities
of vernacular architecture are not being disputed here.
Disregardingthefeaturesand problems described above will
increase the chances for misunderstanding and errors. This
paper also points to the perils of looking at vernacular
architecture superficialy and uncritically.

| am not recommendingabandoning thestudy of vernacu-
lar architecture. Rather, | would liketo reiterate Rapoport's
(1989:79) point:

"Not only isit important to study traditional environ-
ments, it is essential."

Based onthisanalysis, | advocate amore balanced and in-
depth approach and amor critical examination of vernacular
architecture.
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Borrowingideas, elementsand techniquesfrom vernacu-
lar architectureshould be done with an awarenessof at least
three features: symbolism and meaning, context, and cul-
ture. When architects look to vernacular architecture for
inspiration they do not necessarily restrict themselvesto the
loca vernacular but often borrow from other cultures, and
sometimes from older vernacular architecture. As | ex-
plained above, borrowing even from the same culturewith-
out knowledge of embedded issues and factors can lead to
problems for the recipient culture and may even lead to
rejection of the design.

As professionalsentrusted by the public, architectsneed
to take stepsto avoid errors. It isin thisspirit that | present
cautions described earlier and some additional ones de-
scribed below. It isimportant to note that use of particular
vernacular architectural elements may:

« symbolicaly convey inappropriate messages,

. lead to dissatisfaction due to the symbolism or meaning
attached to some elements,

. lead to inappropriate design due to overlooking of or
disregard for context,

. lead to designs inappropriate for a culture, which may
lead to abandonment, lack of use, misuse, or destruction
of the designs,

« symbolically or otherwise privilege some groups,

« underprivilege or disadvantage some groups,

. lead toincreasing or lowering of status of some groups,

« lead to conflict caused by non-use and inappropriate use
of some elements.

This paper indicatesthat inappropriatenessin the use of
elementsfrom vernacul ar architecturecan lead to problems.
Theeffectsof useof inappropriateelementsfrom vernacular
architectureneedsto beresearched further sothat weareable
to obtain a better and more complete understanding of the
effects of inappropriate use.
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