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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the ‘tortoise shell’ houses of the Tai Dam (or Lao Song) in
Thailand. These tortoise-shaped houses (TT houses) evolved in the region of Sib Song Chu Tai, in the north
western part of Vietnam. In around the 1800s, the Tai Dam’s knowledge of building construction was shifted to
Thailand with the migration of the Tai Dam group as the result of war. Since then, a substantial number of TT
houses have been constructed and become a distinctive feature of the landscape in Tai Dam communities in
Thailand. However, in the last few decades, the amount of TT houses has radically reduced. The transformation
of the Lao Song’s houses has been catalyzed by modernization. Nowadays, only a few original houses can still
be found in some areas. In addition, reproductions of TT houses were constructed for the cultural exhibition of
the Tai Dam ethnic group. The survival and continuation of these houses demonstrates their unique ability to
withstand contextual, social and cultural changes. On the other hand, the houses of other Tai-Lao ethnic groups
or Tai Dam in Thailand have not only transformed but the original traditional houses have disappeared entirely.
All their houses have been altered to fit the standard design of Thai houses, or constructed in a western-
influenced style.

Data for this paper were derived from field-surveys and documentary sources. Comparison and typology
were used for analysis. The discussion mainly related to four types of houses: the original TT houses, the
recently reproduced TT houses, Tai Dam houses in Vietnam, and various types of vernacular houses related to
the Tai Dam. Form, shape, construction elements, materials and structure are the main focus areas. Direct
discussion groups were also undertaken to explore these issues.

Three issues are revealed as follows: 1) the archetypes of TT houses in the past are not exactly the same
as the reproduced buildings, although Tai Dam can construct contemporary reproductions of TT houses with
key elements of the originals; 2) the characteristics of the construction elements are defined and interpreted in
the transforming context of Tai Dam houses; and 3) the clearly articulated identity in their vernacular architecture
shows the Tai Dam’s adaptability to the new context. The Tai Dam have expressed their strong tradition and
culture despite the influence of centralization and modernization, successfully handing down their wisdom and

heritage to their recent generations.

Keywords
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