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THE ISSUE OF PRESERVATION OF TRADITIONAL RAMMED EARTH 
HOUSES: CURRENT PRACTICE OF PRESENTATION IN SERBIA AND 
REGION

Kontić Ana1

M.Arch., University of Belgrade: Faculty of Architecture, Bulevar kralja Aleksandra 73/II, office 
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ABSTRACT

Traditional buildings are of great significance for exploring the architectural heritage and cultural 
identity. Created in the local context, reflecting the attitude of people towards the environment, 
these houses are built with traditional techniques and locally available building materials. In 
Serbia, in Vojvodina region, and other regional flat land there is a rich history of use of earth 
as a building material and a large number of traditional rammed earth houses to be held until 
today. Most of these buildings are still in use, but often trumble-down and failing to fulfill 
current living standards and needs. Because of that the need for preservation and renovation 
of traditional buildings is recognised as an important step in the process of their recognition 
as an important part of the architectural heritage of today. The problem is that the majority of 
traditional architectural heritage has not been officially designated as a cultural asset or a part 
of the cultural and historical sites, therefore it does not enjoy an adequate form of protection 
which can cause degradation of buildings identity during preservation processes. 
The main question of this research refers to appropriate ways of presentation of traditional 
architecture, in order to recognize and provide a better understanding of architectural heritage 
and cultural identity. Different approaches toward presentation of traditional buildings will be 
analysed trough current framework of protection practice and case studies both in Serbia and 
the region, pointing out possible problems and potentials in these actions as well as giving 
recommendations for future treatment of this type of buildings. This research aims to find 
solutions for adequate presentation of traditional buildings, pointing out their great significance 
of architectural heritage, and also it serves as an experience to improve our own relationship 
toward heritage in future work.

Keywords: traditional houses, rammed earth, architectural heritage, presentation

1Corresponding author



PLACES AND TECHNOLOGIES 2019

323

INTRODUCTION 

Traditional houses are an important part of the cultural and built heritage, giving inhabited areas 
their uniqueness and identity. Presenting them and keeping them intact and alive is a priority of 
national strategies and regulations, but also a major challenge due to the special approach these 
buildings require. Since their construction, a number of these buildings have degraded over 
time and the way of living, conditions and building standards have changed significantly. Today 
a significant number of these buildings is still in use and they are facing the need to be included 
in the local community. Through cultural routes, tourism actions and local initiatives these 
buildings are finding their way in current time. Most of the buildings of traditional architecture 
have not been officially designated as a cultural asset or part of the cultural and historical sites. 
Because of that even though this type of facilities is of great significance for exploring the 
tradition and history, and evidence of historical use of traditional materials and techniques, it 
is often inadequately treated, and today it is recognized as one of the most vulnerable forms 
of cultural and architectural heritage in Serbia. In order to consider this issue it is crucial to 
analyze current legislation and strategies regarding heritage protection and presentation as well 
as building regulations and standards and relation of public and professionals to the issue of 
preserving traditional rammed earth buildings and techniques. In this paper, the treatment of 
these facilities will be analyzed through a review of current legislative practice, public attitude, 
and practices toward rammed earth buildings, as well as case studies of current presentation 
practices of this type of heritage in Serbia and region.

ARCHITECTURAL HERITAGE - REGULATION AND STRATEGIES	

Architectural Heritage has the undisputed importance for the tradition and identity of the 
country and as such it has become a matter of legislation both at the global and local level since 
the beginning of the XX century. Current legislative practice in most European countries, as well 
as in our region, relays on documents and conventions that are considering cultural heritage as 
an important part of our culture and emphasizing the importance of its preservation.   These 
documents recognize the protection, promotion, and maintenance of cultural diversity and 
heritage as a fundamental prerequisite for sustainable development and benefit of present 
and future generations. Indicating the significance of cultural diversity and promoting the same 
through educational programs and programs to raise public awareness, signatory countries 
are trying to integrate matters regarding heritage into development policies at all levels and 
recognize and include architectural heritage in local communities. Traditional buildings are 
usually recognized as groups of buildings -  separate or connected by their architecture, unity, 
and integration into local context and are of universal value form historical, archeological, 
artistic, social, cultural or scientific point of view. These buildings are considered an important 
part of local history, community and patrimony and participating countries are obligated to 
undertake adequate measures for the protection of this type of heritage and its well being. 
Each Party to the Convention undertakes to apply the measures for protection, and prevent 
desecration, deterioration, demolition of protected goods as well as encourage their restoration 
and reconstruction. It is important to raise awareness about preserving the architectural heritage 
and its importance as a source of inspiration and knowledge. To achieve this it is necessary to 
enable the presentation, promotion, and improvement of architectural heritage to become a 
prominent feature of cultural and environmental policies, encouraging the preservation and 
reuse of heritage and traditional building techniques and materials in accordance with the 
principles of heritage protection and conservation. 
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TRADITIONAL ARCHITECTURE IN SERBIA  - REGULATIONS AND PRACTICE	

Regulations  in Serbia define architectural heritage as immovable cultural asset - monuments, 
spatial cultural and historical sites of particular importance for the social, cultural and historical 
development of society. The level of protection of the asset required varies depending on 
the nature of the asset. Traditional buildings and heritage are recognized as building, spatial 
historical entity or urban or rural settlement of past of special cultural or historical significance. 
Regulations provide general guidelines for the treatment of the heritage, respecting basic 
principles of protection and all heritage must not be damaged, destroyed and its appearance, 
property or usage must not be changed. Beside regulations, the question of presentation of 
traditional buildings is also considered in local and tourism development strategies, that 
support the sustainable use of existing cultural goods, their effective and comprehensive 
protection as well as the achievement of rural and regional development. Recognizing the 
growing need of tourist for contact with nature and the local culture and environment, these 
studies indicate that the rich traditional architectural heritage in Serbia should be promoted 
through cultural routes, ethno and rural tourism. It is pointed out that numerous studies and 
investments are needed in order to promote and support this kind of development of rural 
areas, as well as investments in infrastructure and refurbishment of some of the assets. Since 
traditional buildings often do not meet the modern standards and needs of the occupants it is 
common that they require energy refurbishment. Regulations that address energy efficiency 
issues  provide clear recommendations for the reconstruction of existing facilities in order to 
increase energy levels, enhance comfort and improve the living standard of the occupants. 
Buildings that are under protection are excluded from these requirements, but only a small 
number of traditional buildings are protected and defined and recognized as cultural properties 
.  Since these objects are not identified and labeled as objects under the protection it is not 
required to treat them as cultural properties which can result in a more radical approach to 
these facilities, that is especially noticeable during the energy rehabilitation process. During 
the renovation, it is possible to use materials and techniques which are not compatible with 
traditional materials and building techniques, which can be harmful to the object itself and 
its users. As a consequence of such a treatment of traditional buildings, the loss of identity of 
these facilities is possible as well as the neglecting of traditional materials and tools, old crafts 
and construction techniques.

RAMMED EARTH BUILDINGS - CULTURE AND SOCIETY	

Earth as a material has been present since ancient times and has been used to build different 
assets all around the world. Nearly a third of the population in the world is believed to be 
living in houses that have been made of earth  and 115 structures, partially or completely built 
by earth (20% of the world’s heritage) are inscribed on UNESCO’s World Heritage List.  Local 
builders try to adapt to the familiar context and materials that they found on the spot, often 
creating innovative solutions.  In Serbia, mainly in the Vojvodina region, there is a rich history 
of usage of the earth as a building material in different types of earth constructions and various 
techniques. A large part of building fund in Serbia consists of single-family housing, many of 
which are built over the previous two centuries in traditional building techniques. In Serbia, 
in Vojvodina region, the most common are single-story rammed earth buildings. Traditional 
buildings have been recognized as a field that significantly contributes to the development of the 
local community, both in a cultural and economic context. Traditionally, the process of building 
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a house gathered the local population, using local materials, and allowing the knowledge 
exchange and the preservation of old and autochthonous construction techniques. Passed 
from one generation to another building techniques became an important part of local culture. 
Today there is less and fewer people who are trained experts in the building and reparation of 
traditional buildings - they are mostly individuals, or small groups, mostly self-taught, or having 
their own facilities and recognizing their importance. In order to prevent the cessation of old 
crafts and construction techniques, these individuals, through the organization of professional 
meetings and workshops, educate interested of the importance of adequate treatment of these 
facilities and preservation of traditional construction knowledge. Traditional architecture in 
Serbia is in a large percentage located in rural areas, grouped into cultural and historical units. 
Some of the facilities are defined as protected and as such mapped on cultural and tourist 
maps, the other facilities usually remain invisible to the public and as such unrecognizable and 
potentially neglected. In order to avoid this problem, it is necessary to approach the objects 
of traditional construction more closely, to define their position and to define the legal and 
professional framework in which they can be protected and presented.

CURRENT PRACTICE OF PRESERVATION IN SERBIA AND REGION

Through examples of rich architectural heritage, and presentation of possible solutions that 
could be applied to the preservation and improvement of this specific construction method, 
this research aims to highlight the importance of the earth as a material with exceptional 
characteristics that could be re-used in the conservation of modern buildings. According to this, 
three different approaches in process of preservation are described: restoration, rebuilding and 
mimesis.

Restoration

Cambridge Dictionary defines ‘’restoration’’ as act or process of returning something to its 
earlier good condition or position.  In process of protecting the architectural heritage, the 
process of restoration is one of the possible approaches. This approach, according to national 
charters regarding heritage protection, is one of the most acceptable ones. Two case studies 
showing this approach in the context of preservation rammed earth houses, one, Moshorin 
house, and the second, ethno house SDAR, both near Pancevo, the city in Serbia.

Moshorin house

Moshorin house is a project of Serbian architect Dragana Kojicic. This architect formed a center 
for earth architecture, the first center of its kind in Serbia. The idea to restore the rammed 
earth house is the consequence of author’s recognition of the earth and its characteristics as a 
building material (Figure 1). 
Its interesting that the house is restored part by part, through professional workshops organized 
by Dragana Kojicic. The renovation of the house lasts from 2010. All materials used, are located 
on the site itself or in its surrounding. In addition to earth as a building material, sand, wood, 
straw, lime and wax were also used. Therefore they applied various technical protection 
measures, from conservation, restoration, rehabilitation and adaptation (Figure 2).
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Figure 1:Moshorin House- source: https://www.serbianprivatetours.com/sr/prica-o-mosorinu-i-zemljanoj-arhitekturi/,  
March 1st, 2019.

Figure 2: Moshorin House- source: http://zemljanarhitektura.com/?p=12472&lang=sr, March 1st, 2019.

Ethno house SDAR

Ethno house SDAR was built near Pancevo city in the first half of XVIII century. It was built with 
rammed earth and covered with reeds. The fireplace is preserved today. The house was partly 
restored when reeds were replaced by tile in XIX century (Figure 3).
Inside, there are still authentic parts of the household. This restoration is based on the basic 
principles of heritage protection, defined by numerous international charters. By intervening on 
the original structure, the same or compatible materials were used, which did not endangered 
the original structure. Nevertheless, it is clear what is an intervention and what is an original 
structure, which is one of the basic principles of heritage protection. Today, this house is an 
example of traditional earth architecture which provides visitors with insight into traditional 
building techniques and space organization. 

Rebuilding

Rebuilding is one way of presenting traditional rammed earth houses. The concept of a 
presentation through rebuilding is an arguable way of presentation. Defined by international 
charters, clear definition of original and intervention has to exist. In this context, rebuilding 
referes to the use of the same techniques, but in a new form. 

Mud House

Mud House was built in Turkey. In central Anatolia and the east of Turkey, homes have traditionally 
been made from dried cerpic bricks, a mixture of earth, clay, sand and straw. The mixture can 
be molded into bricks and dried in the sun, after which the bricks are used to construct walls. 
These homes are cooler and more comfortable than cement  houses which absorb the heat in 
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summer and the damp in winter. Also, Mud House is a place for new participants to take part in 
their workshops (Figure 4).

Casa Verde

Casa Verde is situated in Romania. The concept of this project is all about healthy, cheap and 
sustainable way of building in natural areas, untouched by civilization. A material used straight 
from the backyard, is earth. Ileana Mavrodin, architect and natural builder, showed how to 
make a house from the scratch using cob. Cob is the result of mixing earth, sand and straw. The 
experience of using cob goes beyond and shows how you can freely use both hands and feet 
to model the house. This house is a place for different workshops Ileana made, when food is 
provided by local people from their own sustainable farms (Figure 5).             

Figure 3: Ethno house SDAR- source:  https://vojvodinaonline.com/smestaj/etno-kuca-sdar-dolovo/, March 1st, 2019. 

Figure 4: Mud House- source http://www.themudhome.com/, March 1st, 2019.  

Mimesis

Nevertheless, one way of reviving traditional architecture refers to analysis of traditional 
architecture techniques, and awakening it through new buildings. In fact, old local earthen 
buildings inspired new projects regarding their orientation, morphology and use of local 
material.

Mokrin House

Mokrin House is situated near Kikinda, small city in Serbia. Following the traditional strategies, 
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a patio is opened in the south. The passive solar design, combining big windows in the south 
face, little ones in the windows in the north and skylights with earth walls, ensures thermal 
comfort, natural light and cross ventilation. These passive design principles maximize sunlight 
access through the south facade improving benefits of earthen walls thermal mass. In winter, 
nowadays, Mokrin house represents rural coworking space. Its an urban point in the rural 
surrounding (Figure 6). 	  

Figure 5: Casa Verde source: http://about-eastern-europe.com/category/romania/page/5/, March 1st, 2019.

Figure 6: Mokrin House source: http://www.mokrinhouse.com/, March 1st, 2019.

CONCLUSIONS 

Rammed earth houses represent a significant part of Serbian tradition. Nevertheless, this 
type of buildings is also one of the most endangered type of architectural heritage. Meeting 
the modern standards, this buildings require interventions in order to meet new standards. 
This problem is not recognized on the governance level, but through individuals who organize 
different workshops and remind us of the importance of this type of architectural heritage. 
Rammed earth houses are of extreme importance for identity of our past and civilization. 
Through examples of rich architectural heritage, and presenting possible solutions that could be 
applied to the preservation and improvement of this specific construction method, this research 
aimed to highlight the importance of the earth as a material with exceptional characteristics 
that could be reused in the construction of modern buildings.
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