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MODERN TECHNOLOGIES INSPIRED BY 

HISTORICAL COUNTRY HOUSING 

This paper discusses the need of redesigning some contemporary habits concerning technologies 

used in architecture. It illustrates that some inspiration may be drawn from old local technologies used 

in countryside housing. In the era of contemporary fashion for green solutions, this approach towards 

architecture might be the answer for lowering the carbon footprint of new buildings. 

1. HISTORICAL ARCHITECTURE IN COUNTRYSIDE 

1.1. GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Historical housing architecture in the countryside could be described as eco-housing. 

This fact stems from the yearlong tradition of using local building materials and optimali-

sation of the structural solutions that enabled saving energy and resources. For instance, in 

the lowlands, where straw was abundant byproduct of cereal cultivation, it was used for 

roof cover (thatching), whereas in mountainous area it was replaced by wooden shingles 

(more forests than agricultural fields gave abundance of timber). Usually the more com-

mon material, the more elaborate structures were brought up by its’ usage. Consequently, 

constructions with the use of timber have been growing in sophistication (used less and 

less timber to cover growing spans). Old cottages had usually been organized around fire-

place equipped with more and more sophisticated ventilation systems (chimneys) on con-

centric plans, that organized rooms in logical functional sequences.[1] 

Independently of the kind of local materials used in the building process, the rule was 

common to all regions – the resources determined the technology, not the other way 

round. It seems that contemporary logistics made us forget this basic logic. Energy-
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consuming transportation is usually the basis for material supply in the process of  build-

ing materials’ production. Transportation is even oftentimes manifold repeated  before 

given construction gets to the actual building site (i.e. before becoming a simple window, 

many resources travel back and forth from factory to factory before they are finally put 

together).  

 

1.2. SPECIFIC EXAMPLE 

Modern interpretation of historical housing typical for Polish Lower Silesia region 

has become the main theme of my Master Diploma at the Faculty of Architecture of 

Poznan University of Technology [1]. The project was an attempt to go back to the said 

‘folk wisdom’. Its’ aim was to design the solutions basing on the local resources for the 

country house that will stem out of the architectural tradition of the region.  
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Fig. 1. Localisation of the research area. [Author’s schemes] 

 

A thorough study of various examples of country houses in this region has been 

made, in order to come up with a project of a contemporary house that would answer 

the needs of a specific 4-person family. The said house was planned to be built on the 

site neighboring urban set up of historical umgebinde houses, therefore it needed to 

adopt local architectural language of materials and forms. 

One of the main requirements of the design was to meet the strict rules for the 

‘LEED for Homes’ certification system [2]. As it turned out, vast majority of green 

solutions already in popular use, could not be applied in the said house since the cost 

of transport or installation would greatly exceed the commonsensical calculation. 

Consequently, numerous technologies basing on local materials needed to be devel-

oped for the purpose of this project.  
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In the further part of the article I present some simplified examples of these solu-

tions in order to point out the design potential hidden in old, oftentimes forgotten local 

technologies.  

2. TECHNOLOGIES 

2.1.  SOLUTIONS USED IN THE DESIGN OF THE HOUSE 

The design of the new house was based on the form of a historical building located 

on the site till it had been demolished in 1990. The new construction fills the exact 

plan of the old house and is consequently determined by the historical cubature and 

both functional and formal solutions.  
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Fig. 2.Historical house on the site (elevations, photo) vs. the project of the new house.  

[Author’s schemes, photo and visualization] 

Consequently, the basic structural elements of the historical house (illustrated on 

the scheme below) needed to be formally preserved in the design of the new one.  
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Fig. 3.Basic structural elements of the historical house: post and beam structure (umgebinde), massive 

timber construction, foundation walls and chimney, timber framing and finally all elements together on 

the last scheme of a complete house. [Author’s schemes] 

Post and beam structure, as well as stone foundation and chimney, have been pre-

served with only slight simplification. Massive timber structure, as well as timber 

framing, as thermally insufficient, needed to be replaced with more contemporary 

solutions. Simplified design of these two will be presented below. 

First of all, massive timber structure was reinterpreted as a mechanism of thin 

wooden blinds (similar to Venetian blinds) placed between two glazed frames that trap 

the thick layer of air (optionally vacuum) insulation. In contrary to massive wooden 

logs, these thin blinds may be freely moved in order to regulate the amount of daylight 

in the interior.  
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Fig. 4.Mechanism of contemporary interpretation of the massive timber construction. [Author’s schemes] 

 

     Second of all, timber framing was redesigned in order to meet the contemporary 

needs of wall insulation. The frame itself was only slightly changed – it has been sim-

plified in order to host different insulation material. Historically the function of insula-

tion was taken by clay and hay mixture placed on small wooden sticks poked between 

the timber framing. In more contemporary solution pressed hay filled the gaps be-

tween the framing and the whole wall was covered by clay plaster on both external 

and internal side. 
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Fig. 5. Modern interpretation of timber framing construction. [Author’s schemes] 

Examples for modern solutions inspired by historical structures were presented here to 

epitomize the abundance of possibilities hidden in old buildings. With the use of local 

resources, the cost of such technologies may become the main advantage for using 

them as an alternative to ready-made building products accessible only via energy-

absorbing transport. 

 

2. CONCLUSIONS 

Need of exploring old and forgotten building technologies in order to come up with 

new solutions applicable in contemporary architecture seems to be a wise direction in 

modern green architecture. It does not need to be limited to building constructions, 

quite the contrary. Many mechanisms used for traditional heating or cooling systems, 

water purification and drainage might be successfully explored and translated into 

modern language of eco-technologies applicable in environmentally-friendly architec-

ture.  
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SUMMARY (Nowoczesne technologie inspirowane tradycyjnym budownictwem wiejskim) 

Artykuł jest próbą unaocznienia potrzeby badań nad nowymi technologiami dla współczesnej wiej-

skiej architektury mieszkaniowej. Lokalnie dostępne materiały budowlane mają szansę stać się podstawą 

ekologicznych rozwiązań budowlanych nie wymagających energochłonnego transportu. Stare, często 

zapomniane rozwiązania konstrukcyjno-materiałowe stosowane w tradycyjnym wiejskim budownictwie 

mieszkaniowym mogą stać się niewyczerpanym źródłem inspiracji dla innowacji. 

 


