
Located on the high Himalayan plateau in 
southwestern China, Tibet sits at an average 

elevation of over 13,000 feet, a landscape 
defined by its vast mountains, thin air, and 
intense sunlight. Its architecture embodies a 
remarkable synthesis of geography, material, 
and tradition. Palaces, monasteries, and noble 
residences rise from the rugged terrain with a 
clarity of form that reflects both environmental 
adaptation and deep cultural continuity. These 
buildings endure not as static monuments, but 
as living works of architecture—maintained, 
renewed, and reinterpreted through ongoing 
engagement with their communities and 
surroundings. 

The study is closely aligned with RAMSA’s 
commitment to historical research and context-
driven design, offering a model for integrating 
local tradition into enduring, context-sensitive 
architecture.

The monumental buildings of Tibet share a 
distinct architectural logic shaped by geography 

and craft. Sited on elevated ridges or plateaus, 
they command views across valleys while aligning 
with cardinal orientations and solar exposure. Their 
stepped massing and inward-facing courtyards 
organize space hierarchically—from public 
assembly areas to secluded inner sanctuaries—and 
create a dialogue between light and enclosure. The 
thick walls, tapering upward to reduce weight, are 
built of rammed earth and stone, materials drawn 
directly from the surrounding ground. Timber 
columns and beams articulate structure in rhythm 
and scale, while whitewashed walls and ochre or 
red pigments give the buildings both visual unity 
and regional identity.

Despite their monumental presence, these 
buildings remain fundamentally adaptive. 

Every few years, walls are replastered with fresh 
earth or lime, façades repainted with locally 
sourced pigments mixed with milk and honey, and 
timber elements repaired or replaced. These acts 
of maintenance are integral to the architecture 
itself—part of a continuous process of building and 
rebuilding that keeps the structures in dialogue 
with time and use. Rather than fix a building in a 
single historic moment, this practice allows the 
architecture to evolve naturally within its material 
and climatic constraints.

Such renewal is deeply connected to the local craft 
tradition. The same communities that originally 
built these structures participate in their ongoing 
upkeep, employing techniques passed down 
through generations. This continuity of knowledge 
ensures that construction remains grounded in 
both environmental and cultural context: materials 
are reused or replaced according to availability, 
and repairs are integrated seamlessly into existing 
fabric. The result is an architectural landscape that 
is both ancient and continually refreshed—durable 
because it accepts change as part of its structure.

The trip will focus on documenting how these 
monumental buildings mediate between 

permanence and transformation through their 
spatial organization, construction systems, 
decorations and material maintenance. Photos and 
videos, measured drawings, and hand sketches 
will be used to record the layering of time visible in 
walls, roofs, and courtyards—revealing how Tibetan 
architecture accommodates climate, ritual use, and 
collective upkeep within a coherent architectural 
language.
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