heschool buldingn Wat Dampak
an nnovative apptoach

by Chhim Phet, Architect

The Center for Khmer Studies plans to build a
model school building for the pupils 11 Wat Damnak mon-
astery. This building should cost more or less the same as
any other building in Cambodia and should have a distinct
Khmer character. It is to be built without disturbing the
existing building and their environment. It should be aes-
thetic and useful to the monastery, the Khmer people, and
foreign visitors. The aim is to convey this philosophy to the
people, especially the young generation. This approach, it 1s
hoped, will help to create new ideas, to inspire imagination
and do research in Khmer civilisation, culture and technique.

Many local school buildings have been built and
are being built without any consideration to the traditional
style or the environment. Styles from different countries are
blindly copied in Cambodia. Each architectural style ap-
proach has it own history, character and form. Designs from
other countries have different techniques of constructions
depending on their place, climate and other conditions.

Let us look at the way of nature. The birds build
their nests by instinct, generation after generation. They never
change their styles, the materials and the methods thus keep-
ing the environment in balance. As for human being it 1s not
the same because human being can think and understand
the natural phenomena. Why, then, are we not using this
ability to find ways in saving the environment and in im-
proving the methods of construction in our society?

I am an architect who studied n Germany and
worked for UNESCO for three years in the mainternance
unit for all the temples in the archaeological park of Angkor.
I also worked as an architectural consultant for the restora-
tion of Pre Rup and Preah Ko temple, the Italian and Ger-
man government projects, respectively. I learnt many good
things from these temples and local workers who have in-
herited the traditional skills and knowledge from their an-
cestors. I plan to incorporate these ideas in this school build-
ing by adopting the best aspects of the temples and tradi-
tional construction methods which many people have al-
most forgotten. Use of Khmer character and aesthetics help
the environment, and save labour and money and decrease
the use of imported materials. Local materials are cheap,
readily available, environmentally sound and easy to transport.
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This school building will also show creativity by
employing a combination of traditional Khmer style and
modern material, in a balanced combination. For example,
take the design of the hand rails. Some schools have made
use of concrete. Ours will be made of bamboo which has
a long life and can be polished smoothly. For the pupils
touching it, it gives a natural organic feeling. Bamboo, half-
cut, will be used for the blind below the roof, for protec-
tion from sunlight and rain water. The windows and the
doors will be painted with fish oil and natural resins follow-
ing the traditional methods to protect materials from the
weather.

The residents of the monastery suggest the school
building to be built in line with the existing school building
facing to the North. The basic idea
is to respect the main building of
monastery. For this reason, on the
main elevation facade, the areas
above and below the windows show
the brickwork executed with great
precision. This vertical brickwork
structure gives the school a taller and
straighter look - symbolic of good
behavior for Wat residents and also
the pupils, reminding that they should
behave well at an young age. The
school building thus gives respect to
the monastery.

ferpmbisumsiagn)sifyaf o mm g
Sketches of the bamboo hand-railings by Chhim Phet

On the South elevation the
area of the wall from the window
sill level to the top of the window frame level accents the
brickwork. This design indicates that the building respects
the main monastery where ceremontes take place. The west
and east elevations have the same design and have horizon-
tal slits in the form of triangle, for air circulation. The struc-
tured frame of the roof s made of wood and is covered
by Khmer brick tiles. It helps the pupils to see and learn
about it. The cotrect use of materials available in the coun-
try give us the appreciation of resources of our country
and help keep the environment clean. The floor is covered
with red brick floor tiles. The plastered walls are whitewashed
with lime and cow glue mixture. This gives a sense of spa-
ciousness, that 1s, the whole area seems larger. clear and high
. This will give a good feeling to the pupil and help in learn-
ing well.
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