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ABSTRACT

The vernacular landscape, defined by pragmatic adaptation,
must shift from subject of scholarship to realm of design
operations. The vernacular is dynamic, constantly redefined
at the intersections of continuity and change. It provides the
necessary foundations for a discipline expanding in pursuit of
resiliency and adaptive response. The landscape of Nepal's
Mustang district, peripheral to the Nepali state for most of its
history, is being shaken by seismic economic, infrastructural,
and demographic shifts. In response to emerging continuities
and discontinuities, its landscape is being remade as a hybrid
landscape, a new vernacular. This practice of hybridization
must continue to evolve where new resources and opportunities
emerge at the intersections of continuity and change.
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Dzopa and horse
drivers carry goat
manure from high
pastures to village
fields and apple
orchards.
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In Santak, women
cut juniper branches,
which will be

dried and used to
start cooking fires
throughout the year.
In Thini, field
protectors known as
Kodjang are renewed
through an annual
regeneration and
remaking ritual.
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The Muktinath road is
covered in goat urine,
a manifestation of
the overlaps between
new road construction
and continuing goat
herding practice.
New ponds
constructed under a
poorly installed pipe
near Thorong La

VOLUME 6 /ISSUE 3/ JUNE 2018

U1 © Dane Carlson



SWMgITE | RREIE

The vernacular landscape is perpetually
dynamic, identified with “local custom,
pragmatic adaptation to circumstances,
and unpredictable mobility”™. But
unlike the dynamism of ecologies and
urbanisms so common to landscape
architecture discourse, the vernacular
emerges from the chaos of human

realities and the grittiness of daily life.
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Gareth Doherty returns landscape to
the human, saying simply “landscape
comprises the land and the people
who inhabit the land, as well as the
relationships between them.”™ John
Brinckerhoff Jackson described the
vernacular not in terms of flows or
systems, but beauty — “the beauty that

we see in the vernacular landscape is
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the image of our common humanity:
hard work, stubborn hope, and mutual
forbearance striving to be love.”M It is
simultaneously created by humanness
and dynamism, inseparable from the
flows and systems of ecological thought.
As we continue to embrace the practice
of resiliency building, the vernacular

landscape must become more than a
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peripheral point of landscape scholarship.

It is a necessary platform for action.
Nepal's Mustang district remains
dominated by lives intimately tied to the
land and its cycles. Caravans of pack
animals carry manure from high pastures to
fields (Fig. 2], the activities of daily life are
supported by products harvested from the
landscape (Fig. 3], and fields are protected
by rituals of renewal (Fig. 4). But Mustang

finds itself at the meeting of continuity and
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change. At this point of hybridity, a new
landscape is emerging. It is simultaneously
pulled between these two poles and
reformed at their points of intersection.
Outmigration has left countless houses and
farms empty, only to be occupied by tenant
farmers from across Nepal. Large-scale
movements of livestock remain important
components of daily life despite being
severely curtailed by a closed border to

the north. Villages have been relocated as
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their glacial meltwater streams disappear.
Patterns of ritual regeneration are lost as
knowledge is not transferred to younger
generations. The proliferation of apple
farming provides many families with a new
cash crop. Road construction includes a
major highway to connect China and Nepal.

Much of these radical changes are one-
dimensional in intention and execution.
Road building is a prolific practice in

Mustang, and though it undoubtedly

VOLUME 6 /ISSUE 3/ JUNE 2018
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A wall of mane stones,

prayer wheels, and
chhortens in Putak.
This chhorten is filled
with small, shell-
shaped figures made
from the ashes of
offerings.

In Khimkhar, major
village chhortens
were destroyed in
2017 and remade with
concrete.
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brings access to life-changing goods

and services, the realities are far more
complex. Recent research makes it clear
that roads exacerbate socio-economic
inequality. The landed and wealthy are
able to take advantage of new economies,
while marginal populations are unable

to capitalize in the same way. Instead
they are left at the mercies of unreliable
infrastructure and transportation and the
decay of a previously pervasive system

of family networks. In the Muktinath
Valley, the road to the popular pilgrimage
shrine at Muktinath is now paved. Though
it provides easy access to this point, it
has created a diverse set of problematic
hybridities (Fig. 5). Poorly designed
infrastructure causes stormwater from
the road to run directly into adjacent apple
orchards and significant washout from
rain and snowmelt. Goat herders from
every village along the road move along or
across it, and their livestock is vulnerable
to seasonal traffic from buses and jeeps.
Spoil from the construction process and
scores of empty tar barrels have been

simply left on the edge of the road. Aside

from a long line of shops and guesthouses,

the potential interfaces between the road
and what surrounds it are ignored. The
intent driving this landscape-making
practice is one-dimensional. The result is
not.

This piecemeal practice can be
reshaped to build upon the potentially
generative relationships between
continuity and change. Questions must
be asked of these potentials before or
during the emergence of change, not after.
Hybridity must be guided by intentionality,
creating new connections between

knowledge, practices, resources, and

infrastructure. It can bridge discontinuities

that emerge as a result of infrastructural
practices, socio-economic disparities,
demographic shifts, and climate change.

This is the new vernacular: founded in
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the resources of place, informed by a
deep memory and knowledge, responsive
to climatic limitations, and adapting to
changing realities.

This new vernacular has begun to take
distinct new forms in response to change.
Small shifts in resource availability, even
if provided unintentionally, can have
significant impacts on daily life. In the
village of Chhyongkar, a 17-year-old
goat herder faced the continual problem
of having to either descend into a steep
gorge for water or wait to return to the
village pond at night. After a pipe was
installed to bring water to the village,
he took advantage of leaks caused by its
haphazard installation to create a series
of small pools from which his goats could
drink (Fig. 6).

In the case of chhorten (stupal
building, this change has taken the
form of new material practice. Ritual
infrastructures are pervasive throughout
Mustang. The most notable are
chhortens, which represent many things
and take many forms (Fig. 7). Some
memorialize the dead or act as registers
of a pervasive sacred geography. Others
mediate between village boundaries
and the realms of deities, though many
younger Mustangis are ignorant of these
meanings. Boundary chhortens are often
accompanied by the figures of the rigsum
gonpo, representing the three protectors
of Tibetan Buddhism. Chhortens built
from adobe and colored with bright clays
are beautiful (Fig. 1). Every component
of their construction is uniquely local,
and construction methods are poetically
imprecise. Clay is often painstakingly
extracted from cliffs throughout Lower
and Upper Mustang, including the red
cliffs at Dhakmar. According to legend,
the blood of a demoness killed by Guru
Rimpoche is the source of this color.

The red clay coloring is a symbol of the

superiority of Dharmic religion over



previously dominant shamanist practice.
Chhortens act as registers of the passage
of time, slumping and running as rain and
snowmelt move across their surfaces.

But chhortens are increasingly built
from concrete (Fig. 8). This serves largely
to lessen the annual burden of remaking
and the costs of accompanying ceremonies.
Though concrete may be to some extent
a less romantic material, it is seen as a
new material for a new generation. As the
population steadily declines or is replaced
by tenant farmers, the knowledge of the
purposes, histories, and rituals surrounding
each chhorten fades. It also becomes a
question of manpower: concrete and store-
bought paints are simply less maintenance

and time intensive. Concrete also provides

more effective waterproofing to protect
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the objects placed inside, such as books 9.
MBI —. B

and clothing from important lamas or BETEMEGHEA
deceased villagers. In Khimkhar, four sets ;éi;ﬁﬁﬁMiEﬁti@

of the rigsum gonpo guard the village at
each cardinal direction. In 2017, the mud
and stone chhortens were torn down and
new concrete figures were built in their
place. White, blue, and yellow store-bought
paints were applied, which happened to
be available. Despite this change, many
chhortens maintain their power. They

are still regenerated by ritual practices
and maintain their protective potency.

But it seems inevitable that diminishing
knowledge and regenerative practices
made obsolete by concrete construction
and outmigration will destroy this potency
in time. If this loss occurs, it will not be

caused only by the use of a new material. It
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9. Batang, one of the
primary herding
shelters in the
rangelands above
Thini, houses up to
five shepherds and
many hundreds of
goats during the
winter season.
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10. Dimansi Gurung, a
Gurung from Gorkha
district who now
lives and works as a
shepherd in Thini.
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will be the loss of knowledge and memory.

The hybridization of continuity
and change can be generative. This
is especially necessary for marginal
populations, particularly in the context
of dramatically shifting demographics.
As established, the wealthy and land-
owning families emigrate or build new
economic enterprises, while others
remain intimately tied to the land and
its increasingly dramatic shifts. What
little security they possess is shaken by
diminishing and increasingly sporadic
precipitation. Therefore, designers
have the ability and responsibility to act
within this landscape, building upon the
principles of the new vernacular to shape
the landscape in partnership with these
people.

Throughout Mustang, livestock
remains a significant component of local
livelihoods. Herders guide and guard
them through seasonal movements
across diverse rangelands. They typically
spend months in stone shelters scattered
throughout village uplands, eliminating
the need to spend valuable time moving
between villages and high rangeland
(Fig. 9). But these herders are typically
from other districts, rarely stay in Mustang
longer than several years, belong to lower
caste groups, and rarely own any of the
livestock they are charged with. Their
livelihoods are increasingly vulnerable to
changes in precipitation patterns and the
subsequent reduction of fodder. Though
they actively shape the landscape as
they guide their flocks, their agency and
potential as actors within the landscape
are ignored. Within the new vernacular
landscape, herders have the capacity to
act not only as watchers, but as stewards
and shapers (Fig. 10].

This new vernacular is formed by
knowledge, meaning, practice, and the
physical landscape itself. It remains driven

by an intimate knowledge of the moods
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and faces of the land, the resources it
provides, and the changes it undergoes.
But this knowledge can grow to encompass
a broader body of scientific knowledge,
providing herders with the tools to shape
practice and infrastructure. As snow and
rainfall become more unpredictable, new
infrastructures can offset these shifts by
constructing microclimates which retain
moisture. They can simultaneously provide
shade, prevent wind-driven desiccation,
form snow banks as water reserves,
provide shelter for herders and livestock,
and be used as watchtowers for herders
guarding their flocks. As grazing practice
will likely disappear in response to large-
scale emigration and increasing costs,
these infrastructures can be transformed
into new uses. They can promote the
growth of fire-ravaged juniper stands

or create habitat for the deer hunted by
snow leopards, which is the focus of most
current conservation efforts. But most
importantly, these examples also allow
the herders to exercise agency within the
landscape.

The emergence of a new vernacular is
the continuation of millennia of landscape-
making through adaptive response. It is
driven by responses to the complexities
of daily life, by the agency of people and
their knowledge. In a world where adaptive
response and resilient building are
increasingly significant, this is a necessary
future. LAF
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