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Throughout the landscape of Southern Albania, there is
evidence of ancient Ottoman structures and ruins, vernacular
stone houses in the mountains and brutal communist
monoliths inspired by Russian, Italian and German
occupation. However, since the fall of communism in 1992,
the building tradition finds itself in a time of rapid
transformation. Knowledge and building techniques are
slowly being lost to modern construction processes and the
rich built fabric is slowly becoming dominated by cheap,
unfinished concrete frames. Only in village or city centres,
one can still find historical structures.
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THE URBAN DEVELOPMENT OF
GJIROKASTER BEGAN WITH THE
CONSTRUCTION OF THE *KALAJA* (CASTLE).

The surrounding buildings date from the 18th and
19th century. The urban morphology has not
changed much since then. Photograph:
Wikipedia
[https://de.wikivoyage.org/wiki/Gjirokastra#/media
/Datei:Gjirokastra0O1.jpg]

AT LUKOVE, TRADITIONAL CONSTRUCTION
TECHNIQUES AND MATERIALS HAVE BEEN
REPLACED BY INDUSTRALISED ONES, IN
MANY CASES BY CONCRETE FRAMES.

This building technique encourages the
construction of rather large structures which are
then partially left unfinished due to a lack of
capital. these "incomplete" buildings are intended
to accommodate the growing family in the future,
once the money is available. Source: Mikel Tanini.

Socio-economic relations, cultural heritage and local customs are
embedded within the construction, materials and labour networks, in
particular of residential buildings. We distilled four prevalent housing
typologies in four different locations: a traditional vernacular
construction in Dhoksat, an Ottoman architecture in Gjirokastér,

a reconstruction of a house with traditional techniques in Leusé, and

an informal housing in Sarandé.

TRADITIONAL VERNACULAR CONSTRUCTION IN DHOKSAT

Dhoksat is one of the most authentic villages in the region of
Lunxhéri, with cobblestone roads and traditional stone houses. It is
well known as “the village of master stone masons.”
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Photograph: Institut i Edukimit
Trashégimisé Dhe Turizmit.
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OTTOMAN ARCHITECTURE IN GJIROKASTER

In Gjirokastér, the richness of housing typologies is the result of many
years of activity of the Albanian upper middle class in the
administration of the Ottoman Empire.
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Workers refurbish a road in the city of
Gjirokastér using traditional construction
techniques. Photograph: Gyler Mydyti.

RECONSTRUCTION OF A HOUSE WITH TRADITIONAL TECHNIQUES
IN LEUSE

Lelise is known as “the village carved in stone”—all roads and houses
are composed from regional stone. During the Second World War, the
village was almost completely burned down by the Nazi forces.
Reconstruction began during the communist regime and people were
instructed to rebuild the village with the local stone and traditional
techniques.
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Photograph: Endrit Shima, via Wikiloc.
[https://www.wikiloc.com/hiking-
trails/lipeleuseleshice-3734760/photo-1725580]

INFORMAL HOUSING IN SARANDE

The migration from rural areas into urban areas, the lack of affordable
housing, the absence of clear ownership rights and planning
regulations facilitate the formation of informal urban sprawl in cities
such as Sarandé. As a consequence, these spaces often lack
connection to the public transport network and social infrastructure.
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Photograph: Jan Westerheide.

Construction Techniques and Networks

Traditional residential construction. Contemporary residential construction.

Stone, wood. clay: the supply chain Concrete, brick, steel: the supply
of traditional construction material. chain of contemporary construction.
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Dhoksat: labour network Permét: labour network in
in traditional construction contemporary construction
The materials usually come from near the site, but Labour and expertise come from nearby, but
the labour force and expertise are brought in from materials and resources often come from
specific locations, since the knowledge about industrial production sites which are rather not
these construction methods are not widespread. located in small villages.

Creating a Network of
Building Construction
Workshops in the Drino Valley

We see a huge potential in developing building construction systems
that are small-scale, ecological and rooted in traditional construction
methods. In order to preserve the latter it will be key to disseminate
the knowledge. New institutions such as training centres and
workshops could include sustainable construction in their curriculum
and support the mutual exchange of workers and expertise.

Two workshops would be held every year, consisting of three stages—
first organisation, then planning and site evaluation, and finally
construction and expertise. Every five years, a concurrent project
would be to setup a new hub in a different city, expanding and
solidifying the network. The new hub will of course be a testament to
the therein taught curriculum. Over time, the workshops and training
centres will diversify and specialise in specific knowledge to reach

a wieder audience. Thereby, a network of training centres and
workshops for traditional and ecological construction methods will
unfold in the Drino Valley and change the built landscape.
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Educational workshop hub. Perspective of the Prongji
Photograph: Gyler Mydyti, 2019. workshop in an abandoned school.
Photograph: Gyler Mydyti, 2019.
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Perspective of the Jorgucat workshop
in an unfinished house structure.
Photograph: Gyler Mydyti, 2019.

7110 30.01.2026 07:46:37 www.topalovic.arch.ethz.ch



Architecture of Territory/Design Studio/Spring 2020/Albania

@® Community Hub
KnowledgefExpertise Networks

Villages with Completed Projects

]

All Villages

While the training centre in Dhoksat focuses mainly on the traditional building
techniques of Albanian history, in Prongji the aim is to find a new function and
aesthetic for the abandoned buildings constructed during the communist regime.
Networks of diverse expertise and building knowledge are being stretched throughout
the Drino Valley. The rich and diverse building fabric of the region is to be preserved.

8/10 30.01.2026 07:46:37 www.topalovic.arch.ethz.ch



Architecture of Territory/Design Studio/Spring 2020/Albania

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We thank Nard Toma, Drin Gjoni, and Kostaqg Gjini for providing vital
information about traditional and contemporary Albanian building
construction. Further we would like to express our gratitude to
Kreshnik Merxhani, Ignat Basha, and Klevis Bregu for providing crucial
insights into local construction customs. Finally we want to thank the
Albanian government for providing a GIS data set.

SOURCES

Albinfo www.albinfo.ch
Cfn Albania www.cfn-albania.org

® Cultural Heritage Without Borders. Gjirokastra, A Cultural

Journey.

® Failed Architecture www.failedarchitecture.com
® 2015. Formalizing the Informal: Challenges and

9/10

Opportunities of Informal Settlements in South- East
Europe. Geneva: United Nations Publication.
International Federation of Surveyors
https://www.fig.net/resources/publications/
un/2015formalizingthe_informal.asp

Keci, Julinda. 2014. “Informal Urban Development:

A continuing Challenge.” International Conference in
Architecture and Urban Design.

Make Lab www.make-lab.org/

30.01.2026 07:46:37

Mamami, Elena, and Kreshnik Merxhani. 2014. “Water
Cisterns in Historical Houses-Gjirokastér.” International
Conference in Architecture and Urban Design.
Merxhani, Kreshnik, and Elena Mamani. 2012.
“Construction Materials in Historical and Monumental
Buildings-Gjirokaster .” International Students’
Conference of Civil Engineering.

Risking Reality www.riskingreality.wordpress.com

Riza, Emin. 1980. “Banesa Popullore né Fshatrat e Rrethit
té Vlorés.” Monumentet, nr.20.

Riza, Emin. 1984. Ndértimet Fshatare né Labéri. Tirané:
Shtépia Botuese 8 Néntori.

Tsenkova, Sasha. 2010. “Informal settlements in post-
communist cities: Diversity factors and patterns.” Urbani
izziv, volume 21, no. 2.

www.topalovic.arch.ethz.ch


http://www.albinfo.ch/
http://www.cfn-albania.org/
http://www.failedarchitecture.com/
https://www.fig.net/resources/publications/
http://www.make-lab.org/
http://www.riskingreality.wordpress.com/

This work by Gjoké Daka, Caspar Trueb, Lorin Wiedemeier, and Denis Muca was created as
part of the design studio Albania at ETH Zurich in Spring 2020. The PDF is intended for
educational purposes only. Its commercial distribution is strictly forbidden.

© 2025, Architecture of Territory

Architecture of Territory
Professor Milica Topalovi¢

TEACHING TEAM

Muriz Djurdjevic

Charlotte Malterre-Barthes
Metaxia Markaki

Gyler Mydyti

Milica Topalovi¢

Nazli Tumerdem

Jan Westerheide

Prof. Milica Topalovi¢

ETH Zurich

ONA G41
Neunbrunnenstrasse 50
8093 Zurich

Switzerland

+41 (0)44 633 86 88
www.topalovic.arch.ethz.ch



