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FOREWORD 

Bhutanôs true identity stems from our unique and rich culture and tradition that is entwined with the life style of the people of Bhutan. While most 

countries are faced with a huge challenge of reviving their age-old culture that is already lost or is on the verge being lost owing largely to 

modernization, we are fortunate that because of our Kingsô visionary leadership we have been able to preserve our rich culture and tradition. One 

possibly cannot determine where to go if one does not know where he or she comes from. Therefore, Bhutan places immense importance on the 

culture and how it influences the way of life of our people, which mainly manifest in our rich architecture, arts, dances, festivals, languages, 

costumes and the sacred sites. 

 

However, rapid urbanization and modernization in construction technologies continue to pose immense pressure on the nationôs efforts to preserve 

and promote our cultural heritage as old low-rise traditional structures are being replaced by new, bigger and high-rise modern structures. There is 

a palpable risk of losing the essence of our Bhutanese architecture ï the scale, details, proportion, materials, etc. We cannot afford to be 

complacent and hope that all will be well. We need to continue to put in concerted efforts if we are to preserve and promote our unique cultural 

heritage for posterity. 

 

In supporting Bhutanôs pursuit of Gross National Happiness and in particular the pillar of promoting cultural growth and diversity, traditional 

architecture and methods of construction need to be promoted as the former forms an integral part of our landscape. The previous Traditional 

Architecture Guidelines has served its purpose but due to changing times we need a much more comprehensive guideline. Towards this end the 

Ministry of Works and Human Settlement is publishing the Bhutanese Architecture Guidelines 2014 with the objective to support the construction, 

repair and restoration of traditional structures and construction of modern buildings that are harmonious with traditional architectural design and 

proportion. The guidelines have been prepared with the generous financial support of the Multi Donor Trust Fund channeled through the World 

Bank and with the voluntary involvement of many professionals both from the government and the private sector. 

 

It is my sincere hope that the Bhutanese Architecture Guidelines 2014 will go a long way in facilitating all architects, engineers, designers, 

planners, craftsmen, builders and the people at large to appreciate and contribute in their own capacities towards safe guarding and promoting our 

beautiful architecture. Therefore, I would like to appeal to all the stakeholders to use the guidelines prudently so that together we can ensure 

perpetual growth of our cultural heritage for the benefit of ourselves as well as the future generations. 

 

 

 

 (Dorji Choden) 

Minister, Ministry of Works and Human Settlement 
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PREFACE 

The traditional approaches to building and architecture are 

still very much alive in Bhutan especially in the rural villages. 

However, with the advent of modern development and 

exposure to external influences, these traditions are not 

shielded from challenges to its future. Bhutanese architecture 

and its future rest mainly on the understanding of values 

attached to it and consequent concrete actions taken to 

promote and develop these values.   

 

It is through the awareness and understanding of these values 

that will motivate people to safeguard and develop it. Thus, 

they themselves become the best custodians of their own 

traditional practices and inheritance.  

 

Taking the appropriate steps towards the development and 

promotion of Bhutanese architecture is of immense 

importance to Bhutan. Initiated by the Ministry of Works and 

Human Settlement ñThe Bhutanese Architecture Guidelines 

2014ò is a key constituent of the Royal Government of 

Bhutanôs objectives to ensure the conservation and 

development of Bhutanese architecture and its related values 

along with modern progress. 

 

The Guidelines has been developed with funding support 

from the Royal Government of Bhutan, the World Bank and a 

grant from the Multi Donor Trust Fund for Cultural Heritage 

and Sustainable Tourism, funded by the Republic of India and 

Italy.  

 

It is intended that the printed copies of the Guidelines will be 

distributed free of cost and will be available for free download 

on the website of the Ministry of Works and Human 

Settlement.  
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OVERVIEW OF THE GUIDELINES 
 

OBJECTIVES OF THE GUIDELINES 
 

The main objectives of the Guidelines are: 

 

1. To update and revise the exiting Guidelines of 

Traditional Bhutanese Architecture. 
 

2. To ensure the sustainable development of the built 

environment in Bhutan without sacrificing local cultural 

heritage traditions and values that have been passed 

down over many generations and are integral to the 

social harmony and the tangible expression of the people 

of  Bhutan.  
 

3. To provide an easy reference on the intricate elements of 

local Bhutanese architecture for all architects, engineers 

and other stakeholders who will be influencing the built 

environment of Bhutan so that they will be equipped to 

incorporate local Bhutanese architectural elements into 

their new design and constructions accurately and 

appropriately according to these traditions. 
 

 

 
 

 

 

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS OF THE 
GUIDELINES 
 

It should be noted that the Guidelines are not intended as a 

comprehensive and static document that will be restrictive 

to creativity in the built environment of Bhutan.  
 

The Guidelines are meant to be used as a reference to 

understand the various elements of Bhutanese architecture 

and its values while providing a guide to what could be 

appropriate for new design and construction in Bhutan 

according to the values found in traditional architecture of 

Bhutan. 
 

The Ministry shall make every effort to update and improve 

the Guidelines periodically with the help of Bhutanese 

Architects and relevant stakeholders. 
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LAYOUT OF THE GUIDELINES 
 

 

 

The Guidelines is broadly divided into 2 Sections as given below: 

 

SECTION ONE:  
 

Section One mainly outlines Bhutanese 

architecture and its elements as it has been for 

many centuries in the country.  

 

Section One therefore reveals the traditional 

architecture of Bhutan in its vernacular state; 

the hierarchy of its elements; the proportion 

and forms of architectural elements to identify 

the buildingôs values, function, and its 

significance. 

 

All examples, pictures, illustrations and 

drawings within Section One consist of only 

those related to existing traditional Bhutanese 

architecture that have been in existence before 

modern development. 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION TWO: 
 

Section Two focuses on new design and 

construction and the various considerations that 

should guide new design and construction.  

 

Section Two finds its foundation in Section One 

but ensures that there is flexibility for creativity and 

innovation for new designs. Thus, instead of 

conserving local traditions in a static way, 

development and current requirements are taken 

into consideration. 

 

All examples, pictures, illustrations and drawings 

within this Section Two consist only of those 

related to new design and construction. 



B H U T A N E S E  A R C H I T E C T U R E  G U I D E L I N E S                                                                                               Page 13 

  

 

 

ADMINISTRATION AND 
ENFORCEMENT 
 

The administration and promotion of the 

Guidelines will be lead by the Ministry 

of Works and Human Settlement of 

Bhutan in consultation with relevant 

agencies, local architects, and other 

stakeholders. 

 

The Ministry of Works and Human 

Settlement may identify the specific 

offices within the Ministry for the 

propagation and processes relevant to 

the Guidelines.  

 

These offices will subsequently 

formulate necessary regulations and 

activities to take these Guidelines 

forward as Codes and Regulations 

within the different Sectors, 

Dzongkhags, and Thromde offices of 

Bhutan.  

 

 

 

 
AMENDMENT OF THE 
GUIDELINES 
 

The key to success in the built 

environment is the ability to change and 

adapt appropriately. Acknowledging 

that design and construction is an 

ongoing evolving process rather than 

static, the intent is that the Ministry of 

Works and Human Settlement will keep 

the Guidelines up to date.  

 

It will therefore be reviewed, revised 

and publicly promulgated by appropriate 

professionals on a 2-year cycle or as 

required to allow for the integration of 

new and improved design and 

construction ideas, strategies and 

technologies in the built environment of 

Bhutan without undermining the local 

values and practices found in local 

Bhutanese architecture. 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER 
REGULATIONS AND 
LEGISLATION 
 

The Guidelines should be read and 

applied in conjunction with all existing 

and applicable Regulations, legal codes, 

Standards, Acts and Guidelines for land, 

buildings, products, infrastructure, 

environmental and cultural conservation 

of Bhutan.  

 

It is the responsibility of those seeking 

approval to ensure that they are aware of 

all related current Acts, policies, legal 

codes and regulations and consider these 

for guidance and approvals from 

relevant authorities. 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION 

ONE 
 

TRADITIONAL 
ARCHITECTURE OF 

BHUTAN 

Gantey Goenpa 
(Picture: Dorji Yangki) 
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SECTION ONE 

The main objective of Section One is to provide 

information on traditional Bhutanese architecture 

that will provide guidance for the implementation 

of Section Two.   

 

Section One therefore outlines traditional 

Bhutanese architecture and its design elements as 

they have been practised for many centuries in the 

country.  

 

All examples, pictures, illustrations and drawings 

within Section One consist only of those related to 

existing traditional Bhutanese architecture that have 

been in existence before modern architecture 

development. 
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TRADITIONAL ARCHITECTURE OF BHUTAN 
 

The traditional architecture of Bhutan is one of the most 

beautiful expressions of the ancient culture of the people of 

Bhutan.  Harmonious proportions and graceful designs that 

reflect and mirror the integration of the simple daily lives of the 

Bhutanese people with the breath-taking landscapes of peaceful 

valleys and soaring mountains is a key nature of Bhutanese 

traditional architecture.  

 

Large fortresses (called Dzong), temples (Lhakhang), 

monasteries (Goenpa), stupas (Choeten), palaces (Phodrang), 

bridges (Zam) and vernacular housing (Yue Chim) that dot the 

countryside of Bhutan form diverse examples of traditional 

Bhutanese architecture.  According to recent records, the oldest 

standing buildings in Bhutan are Jambay Lhakhang in 

Bumthang, and Lhakhang Karpo and Nagpo in Haa. They are 

said to have been built around the 7th century. 

 

Within Bhutanese building traditional practice, local carpenters 

(Zow) and masons (Dozop) managed the design and 

construction of buildings. It is often said that they were so 

experienced and skilled that they constructed buildings without 

the use of any design drawings on paper.   

Their legendary skills are also reflected in the fact that 

indigenous buildings were constructed in the past without the 

use of a single metal nail, bolt or screw. The use of simple yet 

ingenious timber joinery techniques allowed them to achieve 

this way of construction. 

 

The most distinctive elements of architecture of traditional 

Bhutanese buildings lie in following elements: 

 

¶ The use of gentle tapering heavy walls made of stone or 

rammed earth and whitewashed in lime. 

¶ The light ñflyingò gable timber roofs that hover in layers 

above the building. 

¶ The design of light frames with elaborate timber windows 

and Rabsel built on the top floors over heavy walls below. 

¶ The multi -tiered trefoil timber windows with Horzhu. 

¶ The colourful timber lintels and cornices known as Bogh 

that mark the level and crown of each floor, window and 

door. 

¶ The touch of local artists in the colourful floral, 

iconographic and spiritual paintings that embellish the 

interiors and the elevations of buildings. 
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Village on the way to Gasa (Picture: Dorji Yangki)  

 

Traditional architecture in Bhutan adapted over many centuries to suit the local environment, climate, materials, technology, and 

more significantly, cultural traditions and spiritual beliefs. Architecture in Bhutan was consequently adapted to satisfy not only 

functional and economical needs but also social and spiritual requirements. Inspired by nature, local natural materials such as earth, 

stone, timber, and bamboo are the core construction building blocks of traditional Bhutanese architecture.   
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DZONGS

Fortresses known locally as Dzong are 

architectural masterpieces and are by far 

some of the most impressive and 

majestic forms of architecture in 

Bhutan.  

 

The Bhutanese word Dzong loosely 

translates as "fortress". With its primary 

objective of defence, the site selected 

for a Dzong was usually a commanding 

one, generally on a strategic ridge 

overlooking the entrance to a valley. 

 

Dzongs in Bhutan are in use today as 

they were for many centuries as centres 

of administration and religious practice. 

Each Dzong in a Dzongkhag therefore 

houses the offices of the local 

Government and residences of the local 

monastic body. They are therefore not 

silent static museums. 

 

 

As the most prominent building in a 

region, Dzongs were, and continue to be 

architectural trendsetters for other 

buildings in Bhutan.   

 

Dzongs are considered treasure houses 

of magnificent paintings, murals, 

carvings, sculptures, ancient hand 

printed manuscripts, rare artefacts, and 

textiles. Some of the best examples of 

Bhutanese artistic achievements, 

paintings and craftsmanship are thus 

found in the Dzongs. 

 

In terms of historical importance, 

Dzongs are the most significant tangible 

symbols of the history of Bhutan. 

Dzongs were the seats of powerful 

leaders and often, great historical battles 

and events took place in or around a 

Dzong.  

 

 

They thus played vital roles in 

establishing the identity and 

independence of the Bhutanese.  

 

A particularly important association that 

Dzongs epitomise is the historic dual 

system of governance and power shared 

harmoniously between a secular leader 

and a religious leader that still exists 

today. 

 

The main Dzong that stand today are 

attributed to the great historical and 

religious leader Zhabdrung Ngawang 

Namgyel (1594-1651) who is credited 

with the construction of some of the 

greatest Dzongs in Bhutan including the 

Semtokha Dzong, the Punakha Dzong, 

and the Trongsa Dzong. 
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 (Pictures: Punakha Dzong- Namgey Retty, Trashichodzong- Dago Retty; Rest of Dzongs- Dorji Yangki) 

DZONGS IN WESTERN BHUTAN  

Trashicho 
Dzong 

Paro  
Dzong 

Gasa  
Dzong 

Punakha  
Dzong 

Semtokha 
 Dzong 

Haa 
Dzong 
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ANCIENT DZONGS IN EASTERN BHUTAN  
 

 

 

(Pictures: Trongsa Dzong- Namgey Retty; Lhuntse Dzong-Masa; Rest of the Dzongs-Dorji Yangki) 

Trongsa  
Dzong 

Tashigang  
Dzong 

Jakar  
Dzong 

Lhuntse 
Dzong 
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Architectural Layout of a Dzong 
 

The layout of a Dzong was typically designed as a simple square or a rectangle based on 

the terrain and space available on site.  The central towering structures in the centre of a 

Dzong known as Utse are usually built up to three or more floor levels in the centre of 

courtyards enclosed by rooms spread on all sides to form a secure enclosed structure. 

Deviations from this pattern were generally due to differences in terrain. 

 

The structure of a Dzong consists usually of heavy load-bearing walls 

of stone masonry, gradually tapering up from the foundations to the 

roof. Timber was the main material used in all other architectural 

elements including the windows, doors, flooring, railing, stairs, ceilings, 

and roofing structure.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

UTSE
COURTYARD

MONK'S RESIDENCE

LOCAL 

GOVT 

OFFICES

ENTRANCE

MONK'S 

RESIDENCE

Lhuntse Dzong Layout Plan 
(Drawing: Dept. of Culture) 
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The Utse, located in the centre of the 

courtyard, forms the core of a Dzong and is 

where the main temples are usually located.   

 

Along the sides of the courtyard, the outer 

structure of the Dzong is usually two or three 

storied with decorated arcades facing the 

courtyard.  

 

These structures house the living quarters and 

other spaces for the monks in one part of the 

Dzong and the administrative offices of the 

local government in the other side.  

 

As there is a clear division between the 

monastic and administrative parts of the 

Dzong, there is sometimes one courtyard for 

each part.  

 

 

  

Utse at  
Punakha Dzong  
(Picture: Namgey Retty) 

Wangduephodrang 
Dzong Courtyard  
(Picture: Dorji Yangki) 
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UP

UP

UP

UP

UP

ENTRANCE

ENTRANCE

UTSE

 

(Drawing: Dept of Culture Semtokha Project;   Picture: Dorji Yangki) 

ELEVATION, PLAN AND PICTURE  

OF SEMTOKHA DZONG 
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PUNAKHA DZONG 

PUNAKHA DZONG FLOOR LAYOUT PLAN  
(Drawing: DCAH, Dept of Culture; Picture: Dorji Yangki) 


