
1. INTRODUCTION 

Lao vernacular dwellings are a product of the integration 
between natural environments and the socio-cultural features of 
various ethnic groups. The integration of Lao vernacular dwellings 
with nature was appropriate and was based on the ancestor’s 
knowledge of the best methods of achieving a comfortable life 
in a hot-humid climate within a rich natural environment. Lao 
vernacular dwellings addressed the needs of the inhabitants, as well 
as their beliefs, culture, and lifestyle while responding to the local 
environment. The population of Lao PDR is ethnically diverse and 

inhabited by 49 tribes which are classified into three different main 
ethnic groups: lowland Lao (Lao lum), upland Lao (Lao theung), 
and highland Lao (Lao sung), (Figure 1.). Lowland Lao (Lao lum) is 
divided into 8 tribes: Xaek/Xek, Nhouan, Tai, Thaneua, Phouthay, 
Yang, Lao, and Lue. Upland Lao (Lao theung) is divided into 32 
tribes: Khmou, Katang, Katu, Kriang, Kree/Kri, Khmer, Ngouan, 
Cheng, Samtao, Sadang, Xuay, Xingmoun, Nhaheun, Ta - Oy, 
Triang, Tri, Toum, Thaen, Bid/Bit, Brao, Pakoh/Pacoh, Pray, Phong, 
Makong, Moy, Yrou, Yae/Ye, Lamed/Lamet, Lavi/Lavy, Oy, Oedou, 
and Harak. Highland Lao (Lao sung) is divided into 9 tribes: 
Hmong, Iewmien, Singsily, Sila, Lahu, LoLo, Hor, Akha, and anyi1.

The vernacular dwelling represents an organized pattern of 
communication, interaction, and place. While the dwellings reflect 
the characteristics, way of life, codes of conduct, environmental 
preferences, and the time-place taxonomies of the each ethnic 
group, they also reflect images of its owner regarding its essence, 
its tendency for proving and explaining itself. Thus, the dwellings 
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of each sub-tribe reflect the inhabitant’s character and are 
distinguished via their design, decoration, and style (Gür, 2000).

The vernacular dwelling, which is one of the fundamental 
discourses of culture, is also a prime indicator of cultural relations 
within its locality. Thus, the sustainability of the vernacular 
dwelling is closely connected with cultural continuity. The 
sustainability of traditional dwellings and their surroundings will 
help future generations maintain their cultures by acting as a tool 
for transferring cultural norms, traditions, and values (Günce et al., 
2008).

Since each ethnic group in Lao PDR has its own unique cultural 
experiences and natural environment, the dwellings of each group 
also have their own unique cultural, lifestyle, and topographic 
characteristics, reflecting the unique methods they have used to 
create their specific built environment. Therefore, Lao vernacular 
dwellings have diverse forms representing the specific culture, since 
the dwellings have been developed in response to the cultural needs 
and have been adapted with time to fulfill specific demands within 
the group without any designer planning. These dwelling typologies 
describe various lifestyles and philosophies of societies. Cultural 
values and traditions facilitate a society to flourish. Although 
research interest in traditional dwellings includes a wide array of 
specialization studies, typically oriented towards the research of 
the genesis and evolution of built form, most studies are performed 
based on two main determinants, namely culture and nature. 

The aim of this paper is to chronicle observations of Lao 
vernacular dwellings within the entire region of Lao PDR, and 
to document specification of the ethnic group socio-culture. The 
objective of the study is to compare the significance of the cultural 
and physical context, the patterns and origins of settlement, the 
built form, the living cultures, and the local indigenous knowledge

Figure 1. Location of three ethnic group in Lao PDR

of the three main ethnic groups of Lao PDR. The factors influencing 
Lao vernacular dwellings must be divided into two different 
categories: natural environment factors and socio-cultural factors. 
The study will be cross-checked with aspects such as culture, 
history, society, geography, climate, and the relationship between 
the physical environment and the social culture in terms of their 
effective role in the dwelling structure in order to acknowledge 
the driving forces that are embedded in the formation of Lao 
vernacular dwelling and living culture.

2. METHODOLOGY

Research was conducted on the three main ethnic groups 
dwelling in Lao PDR, on characteristics considered to provide 
rich information on the vernacular villages. The main research 
method was a comparison of case studies of the three types of 
ethnic dwellings and settlements. Multiple data collection tools 
were employed, including second source data and primary data 
to analyze the factors that generate and affect the typology of Lao 
vernacular dwellings. Methods included key informant interviews, 
in-depth interviews using a standard structured open-ended 
questionnaire, a literature review, observation, photographic 
documentation, architectural sketches, and group discussions with 
key informants. Qualitative data collected were analyzed using the 
content analysis with the aid of schematic sketches together with 
findings from a comparison of three ethnic vernacular dwellings.

3. NATURAL PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT AND SOCIO-
CULTURAL CONTEXT OF VERNACULAR DWELLINGS

The determining factors that affect the typology of Lao vernacular 
dwellings can be classified into two distinctive categories: natural 
physical environment and socio-cultural factors. These can be 
evaluated according to natural indicators, cultural indicators, and 
social indicators. Rapoport argues for a transformative relationship 
between the natural and socio-cultural factors and the traditional 
dwelling structures (Rapoport, 1969).

Table 1. Contexts that are determinants in the design of a residence

Natural physical 
environment factors

Climate
Topography
Environmental texture
Local materials
Building techniques

Socio culture factors Lifestyle
Family structure
Economic structure
Neighborhood
Beliefs
Traditions and cultural values

According to communities and nature that is formed by human 
take part in natural systems that existed before them and they are 
affected from those components. Natural resources offered by the 
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geography and materials within the natural environment are the 
natural determinants that affect dwelling structures. On the 
other hand, the meanings and norms of the functional organization 
of dwellings are accepted as the cultural determinants. Social 
factors such as the socio-cultural structure, the level of welfare of the 
community and the family etc., are the reasons for the diversification 
of dwellings in communities who share the same cosmic values under 
the same geographical conditions. This group of determinants can be 
evaluated as social determinants (Sümerkan et al., 1993).

It can therefore be said that traditional residential architecture 
is the reflection of the natural and socio-cultural characteristics 
of the region within which it is located. Natural factors such as 
topography, climate, location, landscape, vegetation cover etc., 
are crucial in the formation of the form and spaces of traditional 
dwellings. Therefore, the characteristics of traditional dwellings 
structured in areas with sheer sloping topography differ from 
those built on plains and in extensive areas; these characteristics 
also vary from housing scale to location scale. Regardless, socio-
cultural factors such as lifestyle, family structure, neighborhood 
relationships, beliefs etc., play a role in the organization of 
dwellings, particularly in their spatial organization.

3.1. Context of Natural Physical Environment 
        and Settlements

a. Natural Physical Environment
Laos is a landlocked country that covers 236,800 square 

kilometers in the center of the Southeast Asian peninsula. The 
topography of Laos is largely mountainous, with mountain regions 
covering 70% of the total land area. Elevations above 500 meters 
are typically characterized by steep terrain, narrow river valleys, 
and low agricultural potential. This mountainous landscape 
extends across most of the north of the country. The southern 
region contains large level areas that are well suited for extensive 
paddy rice cultivation and livestock agriculture. Together, the 
alluvial plains and terraces of the Mekong and its tributaries cover 
only about 20% of the land area. Traditionally, forests have been 
important sources of wild foods, herbal medicines, and timber for 
house construction. Laos has a tropical monsoon climate, with a 
pronounced rainy season from May through October, a cool dry 
season from November through February, and a hot dry season 

in March and April. Generally, monsoons occur at the same time 
across the country, although that time may vary significantly from 
one year to the next. Average temperatures during the March-May 
period can reach as high as 35°C, while at higher elevations and 
during the dry season’s cooler months of December and January, 
temperatures can drop to as low as 10°C and below. The average 
annual rainfall ranges from 1,300 to 3,000mm, which is not always 
adequate for rice cultivation; however, the relatively high average 
precipitation conceals years where the rainfall may be only half or 
less than the norm, causing significant declines in rice yields. Such 
droughts are often regional, leaving production in other parts of the 
country unaffected. (See Figures 2).

Figure 2. Lao PDR weather 

b. The Settlements
The settlements of the three main ethnic groups have been 

established depending on the altitude location of the habitat in 
which they live: Lao Lum (Lowland Lao), Lao Theung (Upland 
Lao), and Lao Sung (highland Lao); (Figure 3).

Lao Lum ethnic settlements are traditionally stable, independent 
villages and are located in lowland areas along rivers or streams, 
the river is a major transportation route of Lao Lum. Lao Lum 
villages are generally situated at 200-400 meters altitude, and the 
natural environment was very significant factor to impact a village 
settlement. The villages are located in valley areas that give as much 
access as possible to land suitable for paddy rice cultivation. The 
villages are self-contained and accommodate around 80 to 150 
households. Usually, villages are surround by rice fields or unused 
land. Lao Theung ethnic settlements are located on mountain slopes 
but not on peaks or ridges. Villages are commonly built near a 

Figure  3.  Comparison of the Settlement of Lao Lum, Lao Theung and Lao Sung Ethnic Group.
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Table  2.  Comparison of Natural Physical Environment and Social-Cultural Context of the Three Main Ethnic Groups.

No Contents Lao Lum (Lowland Lao) The Lao Theung (Upland Lao) Lao Sung (Highland Lao)

I Natural Physical Environmental Context

1 Topography Lowland (flat land) along the river, generally 
situated at 200-400 meters altitude

Upland between 300 and 900 meters 
altitude, villages located on mountain 
slopes (middle of the mountain, but not 
at the peaks or ridges), and near a small 
stream

Located on mountain highland 
between 800 and 1,600 meters altitude

2 Environmental 
context 

Villages are located in valley areas that 
give as much access as possible to land 
suitable for paddy rice cultivation and where 
transportation is convenient, although some 
areas are prone to flash flooding.

Villages located on mountain slopes 
that give as much access as possible to 
perform slash and burn agriculture; they 
also engage in swidden farming and 
hunting and gathering in the forests.

Because the village is on top of 
mountainous, upland ridges or 
hillsides, they practice shifting 
cultivation of dry rice, corn, and 
other crops. They use horses for 
transportation of agricultural 
products.

3 Climate Hot weather and heavy rain for nine months 
and cold weather for three  months

Hot weather and rain for eight months 
and cold weather for four  months

Temperate-humid climate, cold 
weather all the year and less rainy 
than lowland area.

4
Local materials 
and building 
techniques

Surrounded by forestry. Use of hardwood 
and many structural wood joints details. 
Local traditional construction system.

They use natural surrounding material 
construct their houses, using wood, 
bamboo, and grass thatch. Local 
traditional construction system.

They use wooden planks and a 
gabled roof of thatch or split bamboo 
to construct their houses. Local 
traditional construction system.

II Socio-Cultural Context

1 Lifestyle

Traditionally live near lowland rivers or 
streams, conducting paddy rice cultivation, 
gardening, handicraft, breed animals, fishing 
from the river. Most activities and daily life 
revolve around rice production. Glutinous 
or sticky rice is the staple food, which is 
eaten with the fingers and dipped in soup 
or a vegetable or meat dish. Household 
work centers on paddy production from 
the beginning of the rains in May through 
December when all the rice has been 
brought to storage. Many festivals take place 
during the year.

Traditionally live on mountain slopes, 
conducting swidden and rice farming, 
while engaging in hunting and 
gathering in the forests surrounding 
the village. Men shoot or trap small 
game and occasionally a wild pig or 
deer. Both women and men regularly 
collect bamboo and rattan sprouts, 
wild vegetables, mushrooms, tubers, 
and medicinal plants. There is only one 
festival a year.

Typically live on mountain tops, 
upland ridges, or hillsides, engaging 
in swidden farming to produce rice, 
corn, and other crops, but tend to 
plant a field until the soil is exhausted, 
rather than only for a year or two 
before allowing it to lie fallow. They 
live on white rice (steamed rice), 
supplemented with corn, several 
kinds of tubers, and a wide variety 
of vegetables and squash. They also 
raise pigs and chickens in as large 
numbers as possible, and buffalo and 
cattle graze in the surrounding forest 
and abandoned fields with little care 
or supervision. They use horses to 
transport their products.

2 Family 
structure

The family structure is typically nuclear, 
consisting of a married couple and their 
unmarried children, or an older married 
couple together with one married child and 
his or her spouse plus unmarried children 
and grandchildren. Because kinship is 
considered bilaterally and flexibly, Lao Lum 
may maintain close social relationships with 
kin who are only distantly related by blood.

Lao Theung households average between 
six and seven persons but may be as 
large as twelve or fourteen persons. The 
ideal household consists of parents and 
children, wives of married sons, and 
grandchildren.

Lao Sung households traditionally 
consist of large patrilineal extended 
families, with the parents, children, 
and wives and children of married 
sons all living under the same roof.

3 Beliefs
Lao Lum are mostly Theravada Buddhists, 
and most villages have a wat (temple), which 
serves as both a social and religious center.

Most are animists and ancestral spirits 
are an important aspect of household 
religious and safety rituals, protecting 
the household and village against 
harm as long as they are respected and 
are offered sacrifices. Rituals are also 
performed at the start of any important 
undertaking

Most are animists and continue to 
practice Chinese ancestor worship, 
though some are followers of Taoism 
and Buddhism. Most believe that 
spirits are a common cause of illness.

4 Traditions and 
cultural values

Lao Loum culture traditionally consisted 
of a sedentary, subsistence lifestyle based 
on wet-rice cultivation. They live in raised 
homes and are Theravada Buddhists who 
retain strong elements of animist spirit 
worship. They carry out more elaborate 
ceremonies and may organize a boun 
(religious fair) at the wat. However, 
traditional beliefs are a cornerstone of Lao 
Loum daily life. Specific traditional ritual 
ceremonies include weddings, birth, death, 
etc. 

Rituals are also performed at the start 
of any important undertaking, such 
as at the beginning of rice planting or 
building a house. Taboos restrict certain 
activities such as a Lamet tribe cannot 
make or repair tools inside the family 
house and this work must be performed 
in the communal men's house. 

Lao Sung cultural norms are more 
individualistic, and the households 
are more important than the village. 
Despite greater overall village 
permanence than in former times, 
individual households may come 
and go, usually in search of better 
opportunities.
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small stream to provide drinking and washing water, which is often 
diverted through a bamboo aqueduct to facilitate filling buckets and 
bathing. With agriculture as the main activity of most households, 
villagers mainly reside on the middle elevation at typically between 
300 and 900 meters altitude between the Lao Loum and Lao Sung. 
The traditional Lao Theung culture evolved around mobile villages 
which were located in elevated clearings. Several families would 
construct and share long, rectangular stilt homes of wood and 
bamboo. Lao Sung ethnic settlements are located only on the top of 
mountainous, upland ridges or hillsides located between 800 and 
1,600 meters altitude, with sites selected according to the principles 
of geomancy. The name Lao Sung means the Lao up high. Most 
groups are considered to be semi-migratory; villages are moved to 
new locations when swidden farming resources in the old locale 
have been exhausted. Although all Lao Sung traditionally live in the 
uplands and engage in swidden farming, their housing styles, diet, 
farming techniques, kinship systems, and social organization vary 
from one group to another (Chazée 2002).

3.2 The Context of Socio-Cultural Factors
Socio-cultural factors such as living conditions, economic 

conditions, family structure, social relations, religion, and privacy 
customs also have an effect on the structure of dwellings within a 
region. Since the process of housing is a cultural phenomenon, the 
physical form and spatial configuration of houses are influenced 
by the socio-cultural context (Rapoport, 1969). These socio-
cultural factors are also important when examining Lao vernacular 
dwellings. All characteristics mentioned are examined under the 
title of socio-cultural structure. The socio-cultural factors are 
the reasons for the diversification of dwellings in communities 
who share the same cosmic values within the same geographical 
conditions.

L ao PDR is  the home of  multiethnic people and has a 
multicultural society. It has a long history of a rich variety of 
cultures and customs. Laotian society is a society characterized by 
semi-independent rural villages engaged in subsistence agricultural 
production. Ethnic, geographic, and ecological differences create 
variations in the pattern of village life from one part of the country 
to another, but the common threads of village self-reliance and the 
identification with one’s village and ethnic group, persist regardless 
of the setting. The Lao multiethnic people have had their own 
civilization since the beginning of their existence in terms of their 
mode of practice of agriculture, their lifestyle, their art, and their 
dialects. Lao multi ethnic groups practice different customs and 
dialects that coexist and compete with each other, although the 
Lao language is the national language. The original animist belief 
system of the Lao multiethnic people was later influenced by Indian 
culture, and today about 65% of the Lao people are Hinayana 
Buddhists, though animism continues to coexist with Buddhism.

3.2.1 Socio-cultural structure
The socio-cultural structures among the three main ethnic groups 

are unique, where the lifestyle, beliefs, traditions, and culture differ 
among the groups.

Lao Lum (Lowland Lao) has the majority of the population, 
covering 66% of the inhabited area of Lao PDR, and comprising 
several ethnic groups that moved from the north to the Southeast 
Asian peninsula over 1,000 years ago. All Lao Lum speak the 

languages of the Tai-Kadai family although they also speak the 
official Lao language. The lowland Lao tribe including Lao, Lue, Tai 
Puan, Tai Dam (Black Tai), and Tai Deng (Red Tai) live in the flat 
land near the river and subsist on agricultural production of paddy 
rice. Largely self-sufficient, they cultivate rice on irrigated terraces 
and grow wheat, beans, and corn, and also engage in swidden 
agriculture. Traditionally, their income was generated from wet-
rice cultivation. Lao Lum are mostly Theravada Buddhists, and 
most villages have a wat (temple), which serves as both a social 
and religious center. Many villagers assemble at the temple for 
prayers on the days of each lunar quarter; on days of major religious 
festivals, they carry out more elaborate ceremonies and often 
organize a boun (religious fair) at the temple. However, traditional 
beliefs are a cornerstone of Lao Lum daily life. Festivals (boun) tend 
to be linked to agricultural seasons or religious holidays and involve 
undertaking good deeds during the festivities in order to gain merit 
for subsequent lives.

Lao Theung (Upland Lao) comprise around 24% of the 
population of Lao PDR. Most Lao Theung are of Austroasiatic 
origin and belong linguistically to the Mon-Khmer language 
family. The Lao Theung ethnic group is mostly animist, and only 
a few of these groups have adopted Buddhism. The largest Lao 
Theung group is the Khmu tribe in northern Laos. Other main 
ethnic groups include Sasseng, Loven, So, and Bru (Brao) in 
southern Laos and Alak, Ataouat, Cao, Cheng, Halang, Halang 
Doan, Katang, Langya, Monom, Ngeh, Ngung Bo, Nha Heun, 
Noar, Pacoh, P’u Noi, Sapuan, Sayan, Sork, Sou, Thap, The, and 
Ven. Today, most groups live in southern Laos near the Bolovens 
plateau or in the north near China and Vietnam. Agricultural 
fields are cleared by burning, and then planted with rice, corn, and 
other crops. Lao Theung engage in swidden agriculture, and in 
hunting and gathering in the forests surrounding the village. Men 
shoot or trap small game and occasionally a wild pig or deer. Both 
women and men regularly gather bamboo and rattan sprouts, 
wild vegetables, mushrooms, tubers, and medicinal plants. Lao 
Thueng are animist religion and are respected especially for their 
proficiency in protecting against or propitiating spirits that may 
cause illness or accidents. Ancestral spirits are an important aspect 
of household religious and safety rituals, whereby the grandparents’ 
generation are generally respected and the spirits of specific persons 
are revered rather than worshiped. Lao Theung revere rather than 
fear the spirits of their ancestors, who protect the household and 
village against harm, as long as they are respected and are offered 
sacrifices. Rituals are also performed at the start of any important 
undertaking, such as at the beginning of rice planting or when 
building a new house, while taboos restrict certain activities.

Lao Sung (highland Lao) comprise around 10% of the population, 
and include six ethnic groups of which the Hmong and Yao are 
the most numerous. The Hmong are themselves subdivided into 
four main groups based on the dominating colors of some of their 
clothing: the White Hmong, Striped Hmong, Red Hmong, and 
Black Hmong. The other smaller hill tribes sometimes include 
Lolo, Ho, and Akha. Hmong and Yao are recent immigrants mainly 
from southern China who migrated to Laos in the nineteenth 
century. Lao Sung practice shifting cultivation of dry rice, corn, and 
other crops, but tend to continue planting in a field until the soil 
is exhausted, rather than only for a year or two before allowing it 
to lie fallow. They also raise a variety of farm animals and conduct 
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a largely barter economy. Most are animists and continue to 
practice Chinese ancestor worship, although some are followers 
of Taoism and Buddhism. Most believe that spirits are a common 
cause of illness. Lao Sung households traditionally consist of large 
patrilineal extended families, with the parents, children, and the 
wives and children of married sons all living under the same roof. 
Households of over twenty persons are not uncommon, although 
ten to twelve persons are more likely. Older sons, however, may 
establish separate households with their wives and children after 
achieving economic independence. Lao Sung cultural norms are 
more individualistic, and the household is more important than the 
village. Despite greater overall village permanence than in former 
times, individual households may come and go, usually in search of 
better opportunities.

4. LAO VERNACULAR DWELLINGS TYPOLOGY 

Lao vernacular dwellings are diverse due to the various tribes 
that inhabit different locations within different geographies and 
under a range of climates. Their cultural lifestyles also vary between 
groups. Therefore, the cultural products by utilizing materials from 
nature to meet their needs are also a kind of cultural architecture. 
Culture constitutes a key factor in the formation and change of 
dwellings and design. A Lao communities rich with their customs, 
culture and values guided by the Buddhism and animist principle. 
As environment and culture influence each other, regional cultural 
landscape, with various regional cultures, may form a unique nature 
of human geography. The dwellings reflect their various beliefs, 
traditional culture, and lifestyles, while efficiently responding to the 
environmental and climatic conditions of the regions.

Lao vernacular dwelling located in rural area exists naturally 
and organically without clear physical boundaries. This settlement 
has been believed can fulfil social needs of residents by its unique 
physical design attribute. It can enhance social relations among the 
settlers with it opened environment living concept. The harmony 
between the vernacular dwelling and the geographic characteristics 
of the region is one of the distinct features of these dwellings. For 
example, Lao vernacular dwellings in lowland and midland area are 
built high off the ground (except Lao Sung dwelling in high land 
area) for prevents against mud and floods, flash floods in the rainy 
season and wild animals. The dwellings has high gable roof with 
slope around 30-60 degree to overcome climatic (rainfall amount) 
and roof overhang to protect exterior doors, windows, and siding 
from rain and sunshine. Constructed with locally sourced natural 
materials that they can find nearby the place where they live such 
as wood, bamboo, and grass thatch. In addition, the use of local 
materials and natural resources with low thermal capacity prevent 
direct solar radiation from entering into the interior functional 
spaces. Due to roof material used grass thatch roof so they need 
high angle roofing to prevent heavy rain and reduce heat gain from 
the sun, the natural ventilation is used to decrease the humidity 
and enable air movement inside the interior functional spaces. 
In the highland area the weather cold and rain all the year as Lao 
Theung and Lao Sung dwelling, they use high and thick roof, no 
roof façade, no window, and has stove inside the house at least 
two stoves to provide a dwelling warm. These features mean that 
the dwellings integrate with the natural environment. Apart from 
natural environment influence it has some influence factors from 

the culture believe of abstract imagination such as the believe 
of dwelling orientation, direction of the main entrance etc, they 
believed that would bring health, peace, and luck.

Lao vernacular dwellings vary between different locations within 
Lao PDR in terms of settlement and location organizations and not 
only consider the physical environmental conditions of the region 
they are located, but are also indicators of the cultural background 
and lifestyle of the inhabitants. A case study of the dwelling form of 
each ethnic group was selected from the main tribe of each ethnic 
group, considering the rich information of cultural values that 
represent the ethnic group (Table 3).

4.1 Lao Lum (Lowland Lao) Ethic Dwelling
As explained previously, Lao traditional dwellings (stilt houses)2 

are built high off the ground with hardwood stilts embedded 
either into the ground or on stones (Sophie Clement-Charpentier 
1989). In stilt houses, the living areas are on the upper floor, while 
the ground floor primarily protects against mud and floods in the 
rainy season. The shaded space under the house can be used for 
work or rest during the day, and to accommodate animals, craft 
equipment such as looms, and simple food processing machines 
such as large wooden mortars and pestles. It also allows the house 
to catch breezes for natural cooling. The rectangular plan is divided 
into five functional main zones including a washing area, a veranda, 
a common room used for guests and for dining, a sleeping area 
divided into one or two rooms, and a separate kitchen area. A 
separate rice granary is built in the house compound, also on posts, 
using a similar construction to that of the dwelling. Animals are 
housed in pens under the house, usually along with a loom for 
weaving cloth. Most houses are built with a porch on the long side 
that is used for visitors and as a public area. Household furnishings 
are simple and include mats or mattresses and blankets for sitting 
and sleeping on the floor. The sacred place of the house like a simple 
altar mounted on one wall in the guest living area for offerings and 
ceremonies associated with ancestral spirits. A woven reed mat is 
often rolled out for guests. People cook using wood or charcoal, 
whereby charcoal is burned in a clay bucket. Houses are typically 
built by hand using local materials, and once the householder has 
collected enough construction materials such as wood, bamboo, 
and thatching grass, they will ask neighbors and relatives to assist 
in the house construction to assemble the frame and raise the 
heavy timbers. In this work, similarly to the practices of farm 
labor exchange, the host family provides a meal to all those who 
have participated. The houses are built close together with no real 
yard, demonstrating the propensity Lao people have for company 
and neighborhood. The inhabitants enjoy sitting on their porch, 
observing and talking with people or their neighbors passing by. 
They would rather live together in a close community and walk 
to their fields outside the village than live close to their fields on 
isolated dwelling plots. (Figures 4) 

4.2 Lao Theung (Upland Lao) Ethnic Dwellings 
Lao Theung dwellings are built high off the ground of hardwood 

2  Vongvilay, X., & Shin, J., & Kang, Y., & Kim, E., & Choi, J. (2015). The 
Influence of French Colonial Rule on Lao Architecture with a Focus 
on Residential Buildings. Journal of Asian Architecture and Building 
Engineering, Vol. 14, No. 2, p.282.
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stilts embedded into the ground at around 1 to 1.5 maters high. 
Similar to the Lao Lum dwellings, the ground floor functions 
only to protect against flash floods and wild animals, and to house 
livestock and craft equipment. Construction materials include 
bamboo mats and sawn lumber for floors and walls and grass 
thatch or bamboo shingle roofing. A kitchen hearth is located 
inside the house for cooking and heating during the dry season 
and an open porch is built on at least one end of the house. A barn 
for storing rice is built high off the ground on piles and located 
separate from the house, in the village near the house or on the 
edge of the village. The center of the village has a communal 
house used for meetings and for guests, and a spirit house to 
house the village spirit. A pole is attached to the spirit house, at 
which sacrifices are made (Figure 5) 

4.3 Lao Sung (highland Lao) Ethnic Dwellings 
   Lao Sung dwellings are constructed directly on the ground, with 

wooden planks as walls and a gabled roof with roofing of thatch or 

bamboo mats. The dwelling size ranges from around 5 x 8 meters 
up to 10 x 15 meters for a large household. Two doors serve as the 
main door and a sub-door, and the house has no windows. The 
dwelling plan is divided into a kitchen/cooking area, a main hall, a 
family area, a parents’ room, a children’s room, and a grandparents’ 
sleeping area. The beds or sleeping benches are raised thirty to 
forty centimeters above the dirt floor. Two stoves are used, one for 
cooking and one for heating. The furniture is minimal, including 
several low stools of wood or bamboo, a low table for eating, and 
kitchen equipment including a large clay stove over which a large 
wok is placed for cooking. Almost every dwelling has a simple altar 
mounted on one wall for offerings and ceremonies associated with 
ancestral spirits. Agricultural products such as rice and unhusked 
corn are usually stored in large woven bamboo baskets inside the 
house, although a particularly prosperous household may build 
a separate granary. Almost every house has a sacred place like a 
simple altar mounted on one wall for offerings and ceremonies 
associated with ancestral spirits. (Figures 6)

Figure  4.  Lao Lum (Lowland Lao) Ethic Dwelling, Luangprabang province, North of Lao PDR
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Figure  5.  The Lao Theung (Upland Lao) Ethnic Dwelling, Talieng Tribe, Salavan Province, South of Lao PDR 

Figure  6.  Lao Sung (highland Lao) Ethnic Dwellings, North of Lao PDR
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Contents Lao Lum Dwelling Lao Theung Dwelling Lao Sung Dwellings Remark

Ground Floor

Due to the 
photography, 
climate, cultural 
and natural 
environment 
resources 
context of 
each ethnic 
group has been 
influences 
the typology 
of dwelling 
floors plan 
and   function 
had their 
own unique 
characteristic.

The ground floor high around 1.7-2 
meters without any partition, the 
main purpose for protects and against 
flooding in the rainy season, but the 
space can be also used for works or rest 
during the day, and to accommodate 
animals, craft equipment such as 
looms, and simple food processing 
machines such as large wooden 
mortars and pestles. 

The ground floor high around 
1-1.5 meters, the main functions 
only to protect against flash 
floods and wild animals, and to 
house livestock, craft equipment 
and fire woods.

First Floor

The rectangular plan is divided into 
five functional main zones including 
a washing area, a veranda, a common 
room used for guests and for dining, 
a separate kitchen area, and a sleeping 
area divided into one or two rooms 
with shared sleeping area together 
among a family member. 

The floor function is multiple 
used including sleeping, cooking, 
eating, resting, ritual etc. A 
kitchen stoves is located inside 
the house for cooking and 
heating during the dry season, 
the sleeping mat are surrounding 
stoves. The cooking materials 
zone is on the opposite side of 
living area and an open porch is 
built on at least one end of the 
house.

The dwelling plan is divided into 
a kitchen/cooking area, a main 
hall, a family area, a parents’ 
room, a children’s room, and a 
grandparents’ sleeping area. The 
beds or sleeping benches are raised 
thirty to forty centimeters above the 
dirt floor. Two stoves are used, one 
for cooking and one for heating. 
The furniture is minimal, including 
several low stools of wood or 
bamboo, a low table for eating, and 
kitchen equipment including a large 
clay stove over which a large wok is 
placed for cooking.

Elevation

The elevation 
of the dwelling 
mainly 
influence 
by climate 
and natural 
environment 
factors.

Two story dwelling built high off the 
ground, single gable roof with veranda 
and kitchen.

Ovals roof shape similar with 
mushroom shape, single roof and 
high, no roof façade, no window 
house. 

One story dwelling, single gable 
roof with cover roof façade, no 
window house.

Section

Dwelling 
structure 
are similarly 
column and 
beam system, 
wood material 
structure.

Wooden structure on the stone Wooden structure on the ground. Wooden structure on the ground.

Table 3. Comparison of Lao Vernacular Dwellings
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5. CONCLUSION

The typology of human constructions is necessary in order to 
understand and clarify the commonalities and differences of human 
shelter in cultural and nature physical contexts. The physical origin 
of the Lao vernacular dwelling has indeed evolved due to changing 
factors of time, place, availability of resources, and the effect of the 
physical and socio-cultural environments within each community. 

While the three settlements exemplified the common values 
and concepts of Lao traditional vernacular settlements, each was 
unique. In the investigation we may clearly see the villages’ respect 
for and harmonious utilization of natural feature, environment, 
culture and history in terms of their site selection, spatial layout 
and application of functions. The sustainability of traditional 
settlements led to an attitude of caring for and protecting the 
culture and environment. The similarities that is a communal space 
within the cluster of dwellings provides social intercourse and 
contributes to the vitality of the community. Significant natural 
resources were traditionally considered as sacred places oriented 
towards natural resources (water, mountain, etc). Therefore, sacred 
buildings for worship were placed at the center of the village nearby 
communal space for protect their village from bad luck and would 
bring the good things as healthy, wealthy, happy, and luck. 

L ao vernacular  houses are bui lt  according to a  strong 
understanding of the Lao people’s behavior in terms of beliefs, 
traditional culture, lifestyle, and local wisdom with regard to the 
environment, climate, geography, and materials. The arrangement of 
houses in a settlement is an expression of the relationship between 
culture and nature. The people have a figurative imagination in 
which they orientate themselves according to surrounding nature 
and cultural lifestyle, while the traditional dwelling is shaped by 
rich socio-cultural and natural-built environmental concerns. To 
Lao people, the environment is full of meaningful reference points 
and they use the contextual relationship between the mountain 
and river as a generative force for innovative building form.  The 
Lao people do identify with local and natural experiences through 
traditional practice. They depend on cooperative interaction with 
the environment because nature itself is too difficult to overcome. 
Not only does the physical environment influence building 
design, but the cultural aspect also influence the structure and 
form. People are innovative not because of any need for individual 
expression, but through identification with the community within 
which they reside. The study of Lao vernacular dwelling facilitates 
an understanding of how traditional people create architecture 
based not on fashion or aesthetic aspects, but on the suitability 
of materials available to them for human needs that are both 
physical and spiritual. Within the three settlements in Lao PDR, the 
persistent house form in time and space represents a conformity 
and continuity that reflects the cultural coherence and deep rooted 
tradition of the people.
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Publication, Istanbul.
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