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architecture of the cold desert:
documenting the domestic houses of 
the Zanskar valley | Ladakh
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Folding and thrusting of the Indian and Asian tectonic plates around 70 million years ago convoluted masses into the mountain 
ranges and valleys of the northern flank of the Greater Himalayas, one of which is the Zanskar Range. The wide, high-altitude 
river valley of Zanskar covers an area of approx. 7000 square kilometres with a staggering elevation ranging from 3500m to 
7000m. (Dèzes, 1999). Drained by the Stod, Zanskar, Lungnak, Tsarap and Kurgyak rivers and glacial activities over the centuries 
have shaped the glacio-fluvial mountainous landscape of the region. 

The pace of the valley is based on the prevailing temperatures and weather conditions throughout the year. Summers months 
of June to September are the active months where the temperatures range from 1°C to 13°C (-33.8°F to 55.4°F), whereas winter 
comes in with stillness and limited mobility due to snow and low temperatures ranging from 1°C to -14°C (-33.8°F to 6.8°F) 
from October to February. With precipitation limited to 250mm, mainly in snow and minimal rainfall, the land depends on the 
glacial melt and springs water in the summer (India Meteorological logical Department, n.d.). Elevated above the timberline, 
vegetation is limited in the valley. Abundant sunlight, strong winds, low relative humidity, high evaporation rates, meagre 
precipitation and fluctuating temperatures characterise the general climate of the region. (Anup Raj, 2020).

Zanskar is a tehsil of the Kargil district in the union territory of Ladakh. Up to the late 1980s, the region of Zanskar was 
unperturbed by the country’s and the world’s industrialisation and economic shifts. People in the area lived and worked at the 
pace set centuries ago, a system deeply rooted in ingenuity, traditions and an understanding of the land, its limitations and 
resourcefulness. Distances in the region were measured in time rather than kilometres, as the only way to reach and move 
across the valley was on foot or horseback¹. During the winter months, the passes and centuries-old trails would be under a 
couple of feet of snow, making the frozen river the only comfortable possible path to move from one village to another and in 
and out of Zanskar.

¹Zanskar to Kargil was almost a seven-day journey on foot or horseback as the first motorable road to Zanskar was made around 
1980s. Allowing access through Pensi-La.

Figure 01 Zangla, a former capital town in the valley

Figure 02 First snowfall of the season at Padum, Zanskar 2022
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The study seeks to chronicle and comprehend the physical manifestations of the adaptation and evolution of the 
self-contained lifestyle. In addition, the changes to the built environment and lifestyle during the last few decades in 
the Zanskar district of Ladakh, India.

Figure 04 Zanskar, Ladakh (UT), India

Figure 03 The collision of the Eurasian and Indian plates resulted in the thrusting, contorting, and forming the jagged peaks of the Zanskar Range.
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Figure 15 Pipsta, Zanskar Figure 16 Anmu, Zanskar
Settlements seen perched along the south-southwest facing gradient of the valley

Figure 17 Zanskar tehsil with locations of settlements, monasteries, rivers and access routes
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The utilities within the settlements combine a publicly and privately owned system that works in tandem. The uncultivated areas 
around the village in the uplands and main valley area are reserved for communal grazing and collection of firewood; these 
parcels are sometimes owned by the state or a monastery. A communal wolf trap or samthang is a pit constructed in stone 
abutting the village to allow the villages to catch the wolf using a sheep or goat as bait. Within the villages, there are communal 
spaces for threshing and oil removal from mustard seeds. (Osmaston J. H., 1994).

Figure 18 The southwest facing clustered houses at Kumik, Zanskar

Figure 19 Icher village, Zanskar
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Figure 22 Section of the ranthak showing the different components of the ranthak at Karsha, Zanskar

The information and representation is based on the original use of the spaces.

Figure 21 Plan of a ranthak along the stream in the valley at Karsha, Zanskar

Legend
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Construction processes

The architecture of the region emphasises the prudent use of scarce resources. Working extensively with mud and stone (stone 
and mud masonry walls, adobe brick with mud mortar, rammed earth, wattle and daub etc.). The origin and refinement of the 
techniques are rooted in the influences that travelled through religious and political channels from the present-day parts of 
Ladakh, Tibet, Kashmir, Baltistan, Afghanistan etc. The interrelationship between local material resources and applied techniques 
is seen as a direct response to the availability of resources and parameters of skills, use and human needs. Thus, the construction 
techniques and principles traditionally used in the forts, palaces, monasteries and houses denote a common ground with a 
difference in scale, decorative motives and volumes. 

Traditionally the construction and design practices are an inextricable combination of ritualistic and physical aspects followed 
in the region. The building processes included several ceremonial rituals and blessings from the lamas. The construction 
and building activities are carried out by experienced and skilled craftsmen and masons, as well as members of the family 
and neighbours coming together to support the building. Labour was done in exchange for materials or based on a mutual 
understanding of helping each other.

Religious symbolism and belief are used in the red ochre paint daubed on the walls with geometric motives. Every household 
and Buddhist monastery has its own protector, a space designated in a shrine on the rooftop of the space. 

Figure 45 Houses at Kumik Figure 46 Settlement at Karsha

Figure 47 Ritualistic symbols are often found painted on the external walls of the houses. The symbols have various meanings and beliefs one of it being to ward 
off the evil.









21

Figure 53 Spatial planning of a house in Lungmi

Ground floor First floor 

Ground floor 
First floor 

Figure 54 Spatial planning of a house in Rangdum

Legend

The information and representation shown in the ground floor plans is based on the original use of the spaces.



22

Figure 55 Passage leading up to the 
terrace at the house in Lungmi

Figure 56 Opening in the terrace floor 
to transfer hay to the floor below

Figure 57 Space on the ground floor 
is reserved for the livestock, Rangdum

Figure 58 Living space in the house at 
Rangdum

Figure 59 Houses in Lungmi (L) and Rangdum (R)

Figure 59 Yard for the cattle seen outside the house at Lungmi (L) and chaang preparation in the backyard at Rangdum (R)
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Figure 64 Ground floor plan

LAMA LOTUS' HOUSE | STONGDE

Figure 65 First floor plan
Legend

The information and representation shown in the ground floor plans is based on the original use of the spaces.
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NEEMA DOLKAR'S {NUN} HOUSE | KARSHA

Figure 69 Ground floor plan

Figure 70 First floor plan
Legend

The information and representation shown in the ground floor plans is based on the original use of the spaces.
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Legend 

Figure 80 Ground floor plan

Figure 81 First floor plan

The information and representation shown in the ground floor plans is based on the original use of the spaces.
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AXONOMETRIC VIEW OF THE SPACES AND THE ACTIVITIES CARRIED OUT 

The information and representation shown in the ground floor plans is based on the original use of the spaces.
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