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ABSTRACT

This interview is centered on the practice of earth architecture in rural West
China, starting from introducing the post-earthquake reconstruction project
in Guangming Village, Yunnan Province, as an outstanding example of the
practice of the “One University, One Village” Rural Sustainable Development
Assistance Program. Li Wan, the interviewee, explains the differences of
design consideration and the difficulties in practicing earth architecture
throughout China, while giving her prospect on its future application.
Through a further introduction on the operation and project procedure

of the Program by Wan and her team, the interviewee addresses that
architects should take their responsibilities on solving social issues, with

a hope that, through their site-based efforts, the Program could provide a
global paradigm to similar earth architecture practices in other regions,
rousing designers’ awareness of localization.
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1. Facade of the
post-earthquake
reconstruction project in
Guangming Village
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2. Atrium of the
post-earthquake
reconstruction project
in Guangming Village
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Earth architecture has gained a broader
public attention thanks to the international
recognition of the post-earthquake
reconstruction project in Guangming
Village of Ludian, Yunnan Province. As we
know, before your team started the project,
most villagers had a misconception that
earth buildings were in poor stability and
masonry buildings were “more stable and
symbolizing a higher social status.” How did
you end this prejudice and promote earth
architecture in Guangming Village?

Li WAN (WAN hereafter): The common
misunderstanding resulted from that
many traditional earth buildings were
heavily damaged during the earthquake
in Ludian in 2014. As a result, the local
government and many well-off villagers
hoped to rebuild their homes with masonry
regardless of the difficulty of trucking the
construction materials and the largely
increased prices due to the earthquake.
Because of the tight timetable of the
post-disaster reconstruction, the local
government helped some villagers build
a lot of brick houses in a uniform style,
which brought us a larger obstacle to
change the locals’ mind and to promote
earth architecture. Instead of preaching
about culture and tradition, demonstrating
the advantages of earth buildings, such
as durability, comfort, and low-cost, is
more convincing. Therefore, we built two
demonstrative earth houses for two families
who could not afford to rebuild brick ones.

In the project, we provided financial and
technical supports to the two households,
encouraging the house owners and other
villagers into the reconstruction. After the
completion, the demonstration project has
gained a high recognition by the locals
and the government — we were invited by
some officers from other governments to
conduct earth-building construction in their
villages — and withstood two magnitude-4
aftershocks.
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Culture is abstract and requires
reflection, which, in our opinion, refers to
local craftsmen, local materials, and local
techniques. Its cultural significance can be
appreciated if villagers feel proud of earth
building and the construction process,
and confident to their new life through

reconstruction.

Based on the efforts by the “One
University, One Village” Rural Sustainable
Development Assistance Program (One
University One Village Program or Program
hereafter) across Western China, what are
the similarities and differences of earth
architecture practices in such diverse
geographical environments and vernacular
cultures? What do you consider the future
application of earth architecture in China
and the whole world?

WAN: First, local climate adaptive
passive design is often employed in our
practice. For example, the climate of
Northwest China is dry and cold in winter,
while it is humid in the southwestern area.
As a result, passive heating system and
thermal insulation materials are used in the
former, and moisture proof methods are
applied in the latter. Besides, architectural
structures of seismic resistance vary
according to specific local requirements.
Moreover, with a respect to local residential
needs and lifestyles, adjustments on spatial
layout and function are allowed.

Through a low-tech, local-material
construction method, traditional earth
architecture has a long history and has
been widely found all over the world. On
one hand, its qualities like low energy
consumption and good thermal performance
make this traditional architectural type
advantageous in responding to current
environmental crises; on the other hand,
its application sphere is limited by its
inherent material characteristics, like other

non-industrial construction techniques. If



we can extensively apply this technique
in the areas of abundant earth resource
and craftsmanship tradition, there will be
a broad territory for us to practice and
explore. Beyond technique popularizing,

technological upgrading and training are

more important in improving local villagers’

living environment and enhancing their
life quality. Under the impact of modern
construction techniques and new materials,

the future exploration of earth architecture

focuses on how this traditional construction

topology can be activated and adaptive

to new environments, as well as current
environmental problems, and how to train
the local villagers with this simple, low-tech
technique and educate them about related
knowledge.

Could you please introduce how you
work in the One University One Village
Program and the related procedures?

WAN: Launched in 2014, the One
University One Village Program establishes
a combination of research and practice,
with a concept of integrating academic
support from local research institutes in
architectural interventions to reach a long-
term sustainable development of specific
rural areas or places, which is also the
origin of the name of this Program. At
present, multidisciplinary explorations have
taken place through efficient collaborations
between universities and institutes.

We select cases through comprehensive
studies. When we learn about a site
damaged by disasters like earthquakes or
having urgent demands of improving local
people’s livelihood, we would collect all
the information we can get and conduct
field investigation, together with asking
help from local colleges and institutes.
Before starting a project, we also assess
the feasibility of the candidates and decide
whether a further study is needed. The

priority is often given to the cases with
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urgent demands and strong willing of
earth architecture construction. The
support from local governments would
facilitate the implementation of projects.

Once a project starts, it would last
for three to five years, or even longer.
Usually a reconstruction work consists
of three phases: investigation and
preparation, construction, and return
visit. In most cases, the first phase takes
long time and requires multidisciplinary
collaborations. In Guangming Village
project, for example, the partnership
with the Faculty of Architecture and
City Planning of Kunming University
of Science and Technology, Engineering
Seismic Institute in Yunnan Province,
and the support from the seismic experts
from Cambridge University, inform us
developing anti-seismic improvement
measures. The construction period can be
shortened by applying mature techniques
and grafting previous experiences. Besides
of technical research, we also provide
aid to local infrastructural construction.
The construction phase is relatively short:
generally, the whole civil engineering
work of a building costs no longer than
three months. In the return visit phase,
villagers’ feedback on building’s anti-
seismic performance and comfort in usage
are collected, and technical guidance
and support for villagers’ future earth
building construction are also provided.
We also help the locals generate structural
design plans for their residential buildings
according to their own functional and
aesthetic needs.

We also regard the communication
with governmental agencies as important
in the promotion of earth architecture.
For example, by inviting local governors
to visit built-up earth houses and helping
them develop specifications on local
anti-seismic earth construction, their
misconception on earth architecture have

greatly turned away. In addition, the
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After being trained as
craftsmen, villagers
from Guangming Village
continued construction
in Dabaiyi Village,
Yunnan Province.

The first-stage project
of dilapidated building
reconstruction in
Dabaiyi Village was
finished in December,
2017.
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Program has received broad support from
the public, for example, many of our current
projects are financially supported by private
individuals from Hong Kong, who hope to
make their contributions to the endogenous

development of rural China.

As we know, apart from building
carth houses, craftsman training is a more
important part in the One University One
Village Program, through which local
villagers are educated with sustainable
and self-help knowledge and techniques to
improve their life qualities. Could you please
introduce how the craftsman training is
implemented?

WAN: The Program has launched
many demonstrative projects to train and
educate villagers with the knowledge and
techniques of earth architecture based on
their local conditions, through which the
number of craftsmen has greatly increased.
Although the techniques and knowledge
have upgraded fast in soil compounding,
mould casting, ramming tools, and
architectural design, villagers can easily
get the know-how with guidance. For
example, compared with the architectural
topology of traditional courtyard that is
commonly found in rural China in our early
projects, now we build modernism houses
with technological improvements through
which the functionality and aesthetic of
earth architecture have been gratifyingly
enhanced — in future, a more flexible
module-design would allow local users to
freely combine the architectural modules
based on their real needs. We also promote
the upgraded techniques and knowledge
through publications. Up to now, two detail-
illustrated handbooks were published: Anti-
Seismic Rammed-Earth Village House DIY
Construction Manual, and Introduction of
Anti-Seismic Earth Construction Technique
and Demonstrative Reconstructed Projects
after Ludian Earthquake. At present, a third

051

guidebook is under preparation. We hope
these publications could help villagers and
professionals learn the related knowledge
in an explicated and explicit way and
better guide their practices.

As techniques advanced, in future we
could expand our practice territory to
larger-scale projects like relocation and
reconstruction for a whole village. This
kind of construction is pressingly needed to
many places in rural Western China, which
also offers jobs for local craftsmen to work

in or near their hometowns.

The process of globalization has caused
a general homogenization in urban / town
construction. What kind of vision or insight
do you think designers need to have and
what social responsibility should they take

in such context?

WAN: With different interests and
specific kinds of expertise, some designers
work on urban housing projects, while
some others devote themselves to rural
projects. But designers all should respect
users’ real needs and address realistic social
issues through their local practices, of
which the challenges offer designers a sense
of achievement in the meantime.

What we are doing now is to promote
endogenous development in rural areas.
While advocating this science-based
low-tech construction strategy, we are
not only to build houses, but also to
explore local resources, academically
and physically, in order to facilitate the
sustainable development in the rural areas
by encouraging traditional craftsmen, using
local materials, and celebrating vernacular
architectural topologies. This is the social
issue we respond to, as well as the social

responsibility we choose to take. LAF

NOTE

To learn more about the “One University, One Village” Rural Sustainable
Development Assistance Program, please visit www.Tulv.org.





