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The difference between an official heritage site, and
an unofficial, but culturally significant site, is many
times mediated by the community’s willingness to
adopt regulated preservation standards, stipulated
maintenance programs and a tourism based use. A
tourism foundation can subvert a “living” cultural
heritage through its emphasis on a static past and
unique identity. An official heritage site has the po-
tential to gradually erode cultural authenticity be-
cause of the constant pressure to sustain tourism
interest. The other related consequence of preserv-
ing heritage for tourist visits is the architectural and
structural improvements needed to make the envi-
ronments safe and comfortable. Many times these
improvements compromise the authenticity of the
environment by literally propping it up. However,
shifting strategies from tourism based heritage to a
more dynamic system focused on progressively
interpreting tradition, has the capacity to create
an alliance between the preservation of a living
heritage, appropriate economic benefit and the
advancement of architectural design. Performative
heritage effectively recontextualizes the forces of
the heritage tourist industry into a forward mov-
ing environment that builds on, and improves, the
quality of social life, the safety and comfort of the
built environment, and the significant features of
culturally rich architecture.

The Khumbu Climbing Center (KCC) student proj-
ect in the sacred Khumbu region of Nepal, near Mt.
Everest, is an outlier of more typical heritage sites,
a valuable indicator and sensitive responder to
the principles of performative heritage. It doubles
down on preserving architectural history and creat-

ing progressively authentic architecture. The proj-
ect does this through the synthesis of structural,
environmental, programmatic, and social systems
which enable cultural (heritage) evolution. The
project’s strategy effectively evolves the current
simple, intuitive, but unsafe, unhealthy 500-year-
old building practice of dry-stacked stone. The
technique and heritage of the existing approach
constrains form to a limited height, geometry, aes-
thetic, and environmental performance. In addi-
tion, it compromises, 1) seismic safety - it is on
the same fault line that triggered the 2007 Kashmir
earthquake, killing 75,000, 2) health - Yak dung is
burned with limited venting to retain heat, trapping
noxious fumes, and 3) new economies, needed to
retain the younger generation. The KCC project ad-
dresses these critical issues by shifting the empha-
sis from duplicating traditional structures to pre-
serving heritage through a performance based ap-
proach that reinterprets heritage. The performance
of dry-stacked stone is extended by merging cable
mesh systems and thermal trombe chases, creat-
ing seismic safety and passive heat gain. The per-
formance of the exterior walls is extended with
reinforcing holds and air layers, creating climbing
surfaces and passive convective heat loops. Also,
integrating elders, summiters, bridge builders, and
NorthFace material researchers, extends the per-
formance of the traditional design team, galvaniz-
ing a more global perspective. These performative
strategies are within local aptitudes, heritage ap-
propriate, and offer more freedom in form finding.
Performative heritage benefits from participatory
design and in doing so, promotes a heritage consti-
tuted in the enabling of cultural progression.
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Figure 1. The town of Phortse, Nepal, population 360 4. Light level studies in Ecotect.
and elevation 13,500 ft.
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Figure 2. Traditional Sherpa architecture in the village of Figure 5. Heat gain and loss analysis in Ecotect.
Phortse.
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Figure 3. Exterior rendering of Khumbu Climbing Center Figure 6. Versioning diagrams of solar gains with
currently under construction. incremental positioning of roof angle and wall orientation.



PERFORMATIVE HERITAGE 485

odh e of st oo st ko e Insuated gl enclased staimell and ight

far marior for frstfoor Wichan, Staiwal &

irenchis dug on hllide rei urmdmg o mmm mountan, lch of oot frames,  “cval dowr” caee

al ol e onp, ar fae ke underymurack Bed. sl mof chases: b sising bot sr of
‘expoies vallo ol i, North wlof et

convective heat koop tn naturally codl and
gersior kg wrsslog vak i tal it stairwel on noch sl
snd geofabsic ma inko
“sm Two levelk of perforaled draln pipe Roal ualley direcks wale: o ealection chain
i water. YEh’s ped i nlrr le srsge

Roof ayeihang fo protect cimbing surface
inincenmnt wealher,

Tochial irairing walls for cimking
iy

Clioing wabs Fave chases witi n reral

eated or o rise s gl of cone

B
]

e up\mu for -
edimarices mirimaes

axa
mwuwmw(mmm i it o1 M e
fiocis 1 172" i

vt bt sphon effect)

Trealy inswiaies kgt stratsgicall

localed to prowide soler
- Glass skin over siane wal | ipgirombe wall  SHbinG wall Mich s thermal stoage
that rstes warm achiD cammaly T

oo
8

Figure 7. Major components: Trombe wall, thermal gain
angles, convective heat loop, seismic braces, technical
training walls, and sacred view orientation.

Figure 10. 200 Ib seismic brace frame being portered
from Lukla to Phortse, Nepal, 2 days per brace frame.

Figure 8. Sherpa villagers and students reviewing draw-
ings and scale model of building on site.
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Figure 9. Students, professor and truss fabricators in
Kathmandu, Nepal reviewing computer model of truss.

Figure 11. Students and Sherpa working together to
excavate for building.
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Figure 12. Project website for open-source details,
assembly instructions and material sourcing.
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Figure 13. Sherpa villagers weaving seismic cable/wire Figure 14, 15: Interior perspective at side entry, look-
system into stone wall construction ing into two-story gathering area, interior rendering of

second floor library.






