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SYNOPSIS

Ireland is fast losing all the buildings that went into

making a vernacular style.

The buildings that are replacing the old traditions do not
derive from the Irish tradition. Modern houses in rural
Ireland are a mixture of styles from other countries such

as America and the continent of Europe.

In an Irish setting these varied styles are out of context

with each other and the Irish landscape which the traditional

buildings so suited.

There is a need to preserve the traditional styles which embody
our heritage and culture. An attempt needs to be made also

to establish a style of rural architecture that is practical
and sensitive to the Irish landscape. Above all, there is

a need to develop a design that is distinctively Irish.



INTRODUCTION

The subject idea came about after I discovered that a house
in Old Park Road, Corbally, Limerick, where I live, was

about to be demolished.

Three semi-detached houses were to take the place of this
house.  The man, who presently lives in the house and who
has done so for the part forty five years, is to be re—housed

in a modern bungalow.

I was appalled when I heard because this house (Fig. 1) is
one of the last of its kind within the Limerick suburban
area, and gave a good deal of character to what was once a

country road.

There is a small farming community in this area of Lower Park.
Many of the houses that go with the farms are of a traditional

vernacular style.

In recent years, the whole system has been threatened by the

suburban developments from Limerick City, which have gained

Figi

to be demolished " 01d Park Rd. Corbally Limerick. i
every possible site in the area to build houses that have

nothing to do with the traditional vernacular style of the

area.

The area has been destroyed with bungalows of every type and

of every shape and size. Not one house stems from an Irish
vernacular style and none have any sympathy for the surrounding
cottages which are still slipping away, one by one. I am
enraged by the situation and expected a similar feeling from
the neighbouring people. However, most people felt that the
cottage on Old Park Road was primitive and dirty. They felt
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replacing it with a bungalow was progress.

I set out to establish a number of things. Firstly, why




people have such negative attitudes to the cottages which
I feel are beautiful, to find out about the new styles

of buildings that are replacing the traditional styles
and to prove that these new houses lack the qualities

of the vernacular cottage, which are an expression of a
culture, a rooted tradition and the beliefs of an Irish
nation. T wanted to show that the cottage is a part of
our heritage and history, to prove that it was more
successful than modern day houses in adapting with the

landscape.

I needed to prove that there were good reasons for preserving
such buildings and for protecting them from the bulldozer.

I needed to find, therefore, the various building methods

and styles that made the cottage survive through the last
century, to discover also what qualities the cottage had

in its design and use of materials that made it so aesthetically

pleasing, and, on the other hand, it was necessary to discover
the facets that made modern housing so unsuccessful in the

countryside.

As modern housing does not stem from the typical vernacular
tradition, I needed to source the origin of such designs and
to discover why they have become popular. In addition, I
wanted to discover why the countryside has so many of these

buildings.

It was also necessary to discover how the situation might be
changed and to compare how other countries were dealing with
their vernacular architecture. Finally, it was important
to seek possible solutions for building sensitively in the

countryside.

The first part of the research took me about the countryside

photographing the old and new architecture. I found out as

much as I could about the verncular houses in terms of the




history, the design, the various materials and construction
methods. I discovered how these aspects changed from
region to region, depending on the beliefs and knowledge

of the local people. Also, a variety of literature from
libraries and especially the Irish Architectural archives

gave me more information about vernacular buildings.

The majority of the work on modern housing was through
observation but the Planning Office and the Irish Times gave
me information as to why there is a spread of one—off houses
in the countryside and the adverse effects they are having on

the environment.

The study begins with an account of the situation of the
country today, that being the onslaught of a mixture of modern
houses without an Irish vernacular tradition all over the
country. The designs are discussed here and the problems with
them. The factors which influenced and caused the growth of

such housing are also explained.

The following section of the thesis deals with the vernacular.
The term is briefly defined and then a historical background to

the country cottage is given.

The next section shows how the culture, and beliefs of the Irish
were expressed in the construction of the houses. This is
followed by a discussion of building methods and materials in
the old and the new. The various elements of the house are

discussed including their materials.

The next section deals with the classification of the vernacular
style. It can be seen here that there were only a few different
house types but from these, slight variations occurred giving

a sense of uniformity yet individuality.

This is contrasted with the designs of the modern house. It is
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shown that there are no particular styles but hundreds which
are degenerated forms of more prestigious house styles or

poor adaptations of traditiongl European styles.

The thesis goes on then to discuss settlement patterns and
how impractical the "ribbon developments" on the major roads

are.

Finally the thesis ends by showing that it is possible to preserve
and live in a traditional cottage. Possible solutions to the
existing sprawl are suggested, with some guidelines as to how
to build a modern house which incorporates sensitivity to its

rural environment.

Most of the illustrations were taken in County Limerick and
County Clare. Although I have concentrated mainly on thése
areas, I know that what is happening here is also happening

in the rest of the country.



SECTION ONE:

RURAL HOUSING IN IRELAND TODAY
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RURAL HOUSING IN IRELAND TODAY

Romantic and idealistic images of Ireland are being spooned out
to tourists each year by Bord Failte. They are images of
dramatic landscapes and seascapes: a nation of easy going,
friendly people living simply off the land. There is also
the image of little rows of thatched cottages with brightly
coloured doors and sills, whitewashed walls and turf fires.
However, the tourists are not accepting this because, unlike
many Irish people, they realize the reality of our countryside
and that Ireland does not have anything specially individual
and cultural to offer as it did up to twenty five years ago.
It may have had that appearance up to twenty five years ago

but sadly not now.

The reality is that our country has been environmentally
destroyed with fungoid lumps of concrete. One—off designed
bungalows and large monstrosities are sprawled across the
entire countryside in a ribbon development between towns and
villages. They are referred to as the "Bungalow Blitz" and

| the "Palass; Gomberi". (McDONALD, Frank, The Irish Times,
Friday, léfh September 1984).

Ironically, the worst hit area is the West Coast. The
countryside has been destroyed. No matter what road you travel
along in the West, there are monstrosities blocking scenic
landscapes and seascapes. The sad fact is, that beside some

of the ostentatious buildings lie the ruins of the cosy
homesteads being promoted to the tourists. (See Fig. 2).
Nobody cares for the quaint gables, walls and chimneys, built

by truly skilled craftsmen. Who cares if this was the form

Fig 2 A ruined cottage from Corbally Co. Limerick.

of house building right through the last few centuries, near

extinction now.




Fig 3 A house influenced by "gouthfork" in Castletroy Co. Limerick.

Fig 4 An ostentatious Georgian style in Castletroy Co. Limerick.
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Limerick.

Fig 5, An American styled dormér bungalow from Lower Park, Corbally, Co.
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Fig 6, A house reflecting Spanish orogins, Lower Park Corbally Co. Limerick.
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The attitude of the Irish is evident in the new constructions.
It is, to hell with you all. I found this bit of scenery
and I want to build my house in front of it! These people
want to show they have made it, and seem to believe that
living in a Spanish Hacienda proves them to be cultured and

well travelled.

The house styles consist of the split level, Mediterranean
type house, South Forks (See Fig. 3), ranches and,: of
course, the neo—classical and Georgian concoctions, built of
red brick and often sited in areas where local stone is
abundant. The American and European influence is very much

in evidence. Fig. 5 shows an American style dormer bungalow.

Where do people get their ideas? The media obviously has a lot of

influence, with such TV programmes as Dallas and Dynasty. It

seems that the Irish are only too ready to adopt the prestigious
styles of other cultures, believing that they are pushing
themselves up the social ladder. Take, for example, a builder
from Westmeath, who holidayed in Dallas, went to see South Fork,
took dimensions and photographs and built a replica in Co. Meath.
Oh, how envious we all are. But the embarassing thing is that
this type of thinking is Ccreeping into other aspects of Irish
life.

Nearby where I live, in Corbally, Limerick, I know of two children
christened Alexis and Crystal, after characters in Dynasty. The
crunch came when T heard of a child who was baptised Omar Sharif
Kelly.

The increase in travel over the last twenty years has been a major
influencing factor on modern housing in the countryside. The
Spanish Hacienda (Fig. 6) cropping up here and there around the

countryside is a sure result of package tour holidays to Spain.

Accommodating the desires of the public are the books of house



Fig 7 A bungalow from Lower Park, Corbally, Co. Limerick.
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plans such as:

Bungalow Bliss, Jack Fitzsimons, 1989,
Kells, Co. Meath, and

The Irish Bungalow Book, Ted McCarthy,
1985, Mercier Press, Dublin.

These books proved to be the source of foreign house design.

Hardly any of the designs in the books dealt with an Irish

style house typical to our vernacular tradition. There were, ({i.
however, plenty of Spancish Hacienda, which one author would adapt
to any surrounding. There were th;-Ranch style houses, with
"Vista" view windows. The larger houses were generally of a
pretentious and often ostentatious design of either a mock

Georgian or Tudor style (Fig. 4). There is also a bungalow

adorned in a variety of materials or left plaini@(Eiig: 7t

Even the materials used in these houses are unnatural, imitation
Stone is stuck on facades with Crazy paving, pebble dash and
aluminium windows. Many of these houses are located near
deposits of natural materials, (Refer to Fig. 8, a bungalow

in Corbally, Co. Limerick).

The West of Ireland was always noted for its dry stone walling,
yet hardly any bungalow builders are bothered to retain this
one feature, so characteristic of our countryside. (Fig. 9

is a house in Corbally, Co. Limerick).

People in the country are too quick to reject their past, evident
in the new bungalows which stand beside the cottages of their

parents, now converted to animal shelters.

Figures compiled by Foras Forbartha in 1984 illustrate the
alarming growth and spread of bungalow blight. They show that

the output of one-off houses in rural Ireland doubled from 51550
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Fig 8 The use of different materials from Lower Park, Corbally Co. Limerick
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Fig 10 The new beside the old in Lower Park, Corbally, Co. Limerick.
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to 11,050 between 1976 and 1983. They now account for
53% of all newly built houses compared to just 35% ten
years ago. By the year 2007, the number of such houses

is expected to double.

There are a number of reasons for the upsurge to the

countryside:

"What I really love to see in rural areas
at night time are the lights at the end of

thelane!:

These were the words of the former Labour Minister for Local
Government, Mr. James Tully. It was he, who in pursuit of
Eammon de Valera's dream of cosy homesteads dotting the
countryside, encouraged the "Bungalow Blight". Mr. Tully
in 1973, after just eight months in office, issued a policy
directive to the Local Authorities, telling them to be less

restrictive in planning applications. He said,

"Proposals for residental development in
rural areas should be granted if at all
possible. Also, builders of one—off.
houses in the countryside are eligible to
the same first time house purchaser's
grant as someone who buys a semi detached

home in the suburbs".

People of urban profession /are moving to the countryside
simply to be in an amicable'environment. The availability
of cheap petrol in the Seventies, and the willingness of
farmers to gain financially from sites are all contributing
factors to the growth of the Bungalow Blight. Also, people

involved in farming are donating sites to members of the

family. (See Fig. 10).



§ 8 .9 0
Q 2
o 3 B H
= @ s G
S e A8
.—-LDQEU
e et g
i ﬁ o 4 g The sprawling concrete across the countryside is not only

destroying the appearance of the countryside but the pockets
of the people. As will be discussed later, these houses

are wastful on land, contribute to pollution in the country-—

side, they are safety hazards on major roads, and also,

the cost of supplying services, such as electricity and gas

etc. is a greater expense than for urban houses.

In contrast, the Irish cottage, (Fig. 11), is a result of the
deep rooted tradition of a nation. It has withstood a

very turbulent history. The traditional cottage is a part
of the Irish Heritage and reflects a deep culture, ways and
customs, and the skills and knowledge of the people who built
them.

Unlike modern housing, the traditional vernacular house was
built for practical reasons. It provided shelter, warmth and
insulation from a harsh environment. It is the symbol of a
historic culture that has existed in Ireland for centuries.

Only in the past twenty years has this been rejected for something

T

alien to our culture and environment.

Many modern house builders do not realize that there are practical
reasons for preserving the cottage and using it as a basis for modern
house building. It is a practical and realistic home to a natural
environment. It does not demand of this environment but yet asserts
a presence of continuity and endurance against harsh weathering

and time.

Much of the destruction of vernacular houses and the large estate
houses is due to an indifference and a historical prejudice among
the Irish. The Irish vernacular house was often influenced by
British settlers in Ireland. The Irish have been conditioned to
see this as a regrettable deviation in their past. Contradictory

to this is the adoption of European and American house styles.
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SECTION TWO:

VERNACULAR ARCHITECTURE




\\ | Fig 12, The dwellings

\\ of the Normadic herds
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VERNACULAR ARCHITECTURE

A vernacular building in Ireland can be characterized as
one that is designed and built by individuals who are neither
professional architects or builders. On enquiry, it is
discovered quite often that the builder was the designer and

also the owner of the house.

Local norms, traditions and cultures affected and dominated
the styles of building. Ideas and designs were handed

down through generations, informally and orally. There was
little room for innovation as a result of the attitudes of

the community.

Generally, local materials were used such as stone from a
local quarry, or turf from a local bog. Other factors affecting
the designs were the surrounding environment and the economic

resources of the people.

The Historical Background

The existence of the country cottage goes back a long way.

The Clochar is the term given to the medieval rural dwellings
of the nomadic herdsmen in Ireland. It consisted of one

large room, either oval, or rectangular in shape, with rounded
corners (See Fig. 12). They were built of wattle and mud,

sods and sometimes stone.

Ireland has had a very turbulent history and such houses were
constantly under threat, so that none have survived to this
day. The modern development of the cottage began in the late
léth and early 17th centuries with the Plantations. The first
of the plantations were established in Laois and Offaly in
1560, followed by Cork in the 1580's and the Plantations of
Ulster in 1590. (REID, Richard, The Shell Book of Cottages,

1977).




12

The Plantations created a demand for employment in the
countryside, which, until then, was very sparse and under-—
developed. Large tracts of countryside were redeveloped
and improved by the new landowning gentry. Extremes of
social clases existed and with this, extremes in houses.
On one hand, there were the huge estates and gardens of
the landlords. On the other, were the landless rural
workers with little stake in the economy and social structure
living in hovels. It was among this class that a huge
increase in population occurred early in the 19th century.
This was due to the demand for labour by the landlords.
The population of that century almost doubled to ten

million before the Famine.

There was an increase in the sub division of small tracts of
land. The countryside became denuded of its forests in a
ceaseless quest for materials for building, firewood, and

other necessities. In many parts of the country, the environ-—
ment had declined. It was full of people and without
vegetation. The contrast to this of the intensely planted
estates and strong tenant farmers must have been a dramatic

sight. (CULLEN, L.M., LIfe in Ireland, 1968).

The countryside was dotted with housing of different types.
There were the walled estates covering bountiful acres of

vegetation. Outside’ these walls the landscape, sparse and bare,

stretched for miles, and all that was to be seen were small hovel
like cabins of mud or clay sods. Surrounding these were the
potato fields which kept these people alive. (LANE, Padraic,

Ireland, Past into Present Series, 1974).

Some families were better off than others and maintained
colourful pretty cottages of the postcard type. However,
all this was to change with the Great Potato Famine of the

1840's. These traumatic years, of starvation, death and
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mass emigration, affected the cottiers and landless
labourers more than any other segment of the population.
Their numbers rapidly declined and with them their houses,
which were soon to be just a heap of stones alongside a
road. (Patrick and Maura SHAFFREY, Irish Countryside
Buildings, 1985).

With this came a growing concern for the plight of the

poorer classes, particularly with regard to housing standards.
The Land Acts of 1870, 1881 and 1903, transferred the

ownership of land from the landlord to tenant and redistributed
land more equally. Planting of trees and hedgegrows began

to give the country its appearance up to the 1960's, Prior

to the ill-conceived developments of modern day housing and
industry, new houses were built throughout the country, of a
much higher standard. This was the beginning of the modern
day cottage which has continued to the present day, and which

is the type studied here.

Constructing a Cottage

As has been outlined, the cottages were not designed or built
by professional builders until the end of the 19th century.
Most people had first-hand knowledge of vernacular houses since
they lived in them, and most people had helped someone or other
in the building of a dwelling. Therefore, the house was
usually built by the intended occupant with the help of the

neighbours.

Site Selection

Unlike most modern day houses the design and construction of
the cottage was purely functional. The walls were generally

thick and solid and the windows small to keep the weather out,
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rather than to let the light in. The houses were located
with their backs in a protective stance to the prevailing
winds. Where feasible, natural barriers were used, such as
hills and trees to protect the cottage from harsh weather.
Most houses, particularly along the West Coast, face the
North East, with their backs to the South—-West prevailing

winds,

Modern day rural houses are not solely functionally designed.
These houses assume protection. Travel around the West of
Ireland and observe large picture windowed bungalows, facing
onto scenic areas, such as the sea. Instead of assimilating
and enhancing the environment, modern rural housing has
sprawled across the countryside, it stands on top of hills

and obstructs the views of historic and scenic countryside.

Superstitions Affecting House Building

The Irish were once a race which held a deep rooted folklore
of beliefs and tradition. Houses would not be built on a
fairy pathway or a graveyard. Tokens and money were often
buried within the house for good luck. Sometimes it was
customary to place two stones on the ground where gables were
to be. Lighting lamps were placed on the stones and: if they
were not interfered with after a few nights, the house was

considered safe.

The strangest practice, however, was to bury horses' skulls
under the house. In those days, ceilis, singing and dancing
were common forms of leisure and entertainment. A horse's
skull is a rigidly enclosed largish space, and once placed
under a piano or dancing feet creates a sound box to give a

better tone to the music.

Something which was very common and is still to be seen on the

occasional house is the "House Leek". In summer it blossoms
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with a bright flame-coloured flower. It was believed to
protect the house against fire and lightning. It was
also believed to have curative properties, particularly

for eye complaints.

Many beliefs were equated with the fire. It was never
allowed to burn out, for a cold hearth was equated with ill
fortune, if not even with death. Fire was notkbe borrowed

as to let it leave the house was to let the luck go with it.

Keeping holes around the fire were common for storage.

Those holes were referred to as "arches" or windows. The one
on the left belonged to the woman of the house. This was her
side of the fire and the side of the pot for cooking.

Also, seats nearest the fire belonged to the older occupants

of the house. Food was always eaten around the fire.

These were just some of the norms, beliefs and customs
associated with traditional houses. Now such traditions and
folklore have vanished. Once, we were a nation that spoke our
own language and built a style of housing which reflected our

culture.

Today, there is a remarkable change in the approach to house
design and building in Ireland. There is no longer a vernacular
tradition. Modern houses are the perfect example to illustrate

a nation that has abandoned its history, its culture and beliefs.

The Spanish Hacienda, the Tudor houses, the South Forks and

Ranch style prove that anything other than Irish is desirable.

In adopting such styles, there appears to be a pretentiousness

in attempting to rise socially by looking for something European
or American to copy. Cheaper travel and the media have allowed
this to happen with the increaseiin wealth during the past twenty

years.

Throughout history, the Irish, it would seem, have always played
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the role of the underdog as can be seen in the final section.
Unfortunately, the vernacular architecture is associated

with those hard times so that people wish to ignore it.

The manner by ‘which a vernacular tradition can again be
achieved in this country largely depends on the nation's
coming to terms with reality. We should be able to accept
all aspects of our architectural history regardless of its

origin and associations.
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SECTION THREE:

HOUSE MATERTALS IN BOTH TRADITIONAL
AND MODERN HOUSES




Fig 13 The over use of different materials in a house from Corbally Co. Limerick.
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HOUSE MATERIALS IN BOTH TRADITIONAL AND MODERN HOUSES

The traditional Cottages are very successful in making our
countryside an aesthetic and charming environment. it s
not only their scale, location and design that make them so,

but their use of materials.

The traditional Cottage uses simple and natural materials that
allow the building to be assimilated in its environment.
Rugged walls of stone, clay or sods are washed white with lime
and crowned with a cropped tidy fringe of thatch. The
building is enhanced cheerfully by brightly coloured doors and
window sills. The result is the simplicity of a house that

a young child might draw. Such cottages have been the

inspiration of many an artist such as Jack B. Yeats.

Just as these cottages have a rough hewn look so is our landscape

rugged and worn. Small uneven surfaces of land are enclosed
with low rubble walls or hedgegrows. The cottage is thus very
much a part of the natural landscape. These are the images

I'm sure that Eamon de Valera had in mind when he spoke of cosy
homesteads to lighten the darkened lanes of our countryside.
I very much doubt that he could have forseen the present day

situation.

My main criticism of modern housing in the countryside is the
use of modern materials. The widespread adaptation of concrete
into everything, as in natural stone wall cladding, pebble
dashing, "crazy paving" etc. Red brick has also been dragged

to the country to add prestige to a degenerated form of Georgian

architecture.

Some buildings, as in Fig. 13 from Lower Park in Corbally, use
a combination of as many different materials as would be imagined
possible to decorate the facades and surrounds of houses.

The house incorporates cement stone cladding, pebble dashing,
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Spatter dashing, red brick, wooden panelling, lead latticed
windows and iron railings. All these types of buildings are

Placed side bv side along country roads.

Aesthetically, such a mixture of materials across the landscape
looks disastrous. Instead of assimilating in the environment,
these buildings become loud obstructions to the beautiful
landscape. There is a need to return to look at the natural
materials of the vernacular buildings and to see what are the
characteristics that make them so aesthetically pleasing and
integrated with the landscape. It is also necessary to
establish if modern materials can be used sensitively and
whether it is practical to use them in preference to natural

materials.
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The Materials of Traditional Houses

Wattling:

Earlier cottages used wattling as a building material. This

consists of weaving pliable branches, horizontally or vertically,

through larger timber frames. It was then usually plastered
with clay or mud for sealing. This was used up to the 18th
century, until the depletion of forests. After the 18th

Century it was restricted to doors and chimney canopies.
This method is fairly crude and basic and was used generally
in the humble dwellings, except for small areas such as interior

roofing and on chimney canopies within the larger houses.

Timber:

Timber was used mostly and is still used for roof construction.
Entire box-framed houses existed but these were few and restricted
to one period, These houses were built in the 17th century by
British settlers in Ireland, who availed of the locally abundant
forest materials. However, few of them survived the 1641
Rebellion by the Irish and the last few disappeared in the

19th century. (GAILY, Alan, Rural Houses in the North of Ireland,

1984). They had horizontal and diagonal bracing. The spacing
between the structural timber was about the width of the braces.

The spaces were nogged with oak and plastered over.

With its insulating and aesthetic qualities, timber is a very
practical structural material and when properly treated is very
durable. It is however vulnerable to fire. It has many
applications in interiors, for example, in panelling, roofing
and furniture. Sadly, the tradition of using this natural

material has decline<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>