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la beauté 
n’est pas un 
luxe, mais une 
né cessité École du METI 

à Rudapur, 
BangladeshBeauty is not a luxury, 

it’s a necessity 
METI School in Rudapur, Bangladesh
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The 2007 Aga Khan Prize was awarded to the “lovely, simple and human” 
project of the young Austrian architect Anna Heringer. This school, in a north 
Bangladesh village, sweeps away preconceived ideas on earth architecture, 
demonstrates the modernity of cob and bamboo and proves that even the poorest 
populations can rediscover regional identity and traditional building methods. 
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The adventure began in 1997 when Anna Heringer 

spent a year working in Bangladesh, where 80 % of the 

150 million population live in the countryside. She has 

returned many times since, including a long period spent 

in Rudrapur with METI1 completing her Linz Art University 

architectural degree project: “A hand-made school”. 

A positive image of earth

METI’s aim is to offer young country folk access to 

theoretical and practical teaching promoting creativity, 

self-fulfilment and a critical attitude: reading, writing and 

arithmetic go hand in hand with dance and meditation. 

Like their Dipshikha partners, they hope to improve 

the living conditions and prospects of village people, 

thus slowing down the exodus to already overflowing 

cities. The fund raising, organisation, planning and 

construction of the school, which now has 160 pupils, 

lasted from April to December 2005. The project, led by 

a team of European architects, engineers and tradesmen 

coordinated by Anna and Eike Roswag, a Berlin earth 

specialist, enabled 25 local craftsmen to acquire know-

how and expertise. 

Earth and bamboo

The school’s architecture reflects METI’s philosophy, “to 

enjoy learning”. On the ground floor, three classrooms 

with earth walls each are linked by openings to two 

“grottos” intended for highly focused work or creative 

thinking, singly or in small groups. Light and open to 

the exterior, the bamboo upper floor offers a vast area 

The frames of the openings have been treated with a lime render, which contrasts sharply with the natural colour of the earth.  7KH�XSSHU�ÀRRU�RIIHUV�XQUHVWULFWHG�YLHZV�RQWR�WKH�SDGG\�¿HOGV�
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Cob construction
The technique used for the Rudrapur 
school, known as “cobwalling”, is 
a traditional method that has been 
used in many countries throughout 
the world. When protected by good 
foundations and a roof overhang, 
such buildings can last for centuries. 
7KH�HDUWK�LV�XVHG�DV�D�ÀXLG�SDVWH��
adding straw to improve cohesion 
and tensile strength and limit 
shrinkage. No cement is needed. 
Sandy clay is perfect for this 
technique, allowing fertile soil to be 
used for farming.

$�IUDPHZRUN�RI�EDPERR�SROHV�LV�ODLG�RQ�WKH�JURXQG�ÀRRU�RI�WKH�VFKRRO��PDGH�RXW�RI�VWDFNHG�FORGV�RI�HDUWK��7KH�ZDOO��ZLQGRZV�DQG�GRRUV�RQ�WKLV�OHYHO�DUH�PDGH�RXW�RI�ZRYHQ�EDPERR��
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dedicated to gathering and movement. The space 

between the sheet metal roof and sari fabric ceiling 

offers natural ventilation and casts light reflections on 

the earth floor. This stimulating construction, built with 

limited means and without recourse to technology, 

combines ecology with aesthetics. “Beauty is never a 

luxury, it’s a necessity!” Anna Heringer’s credo echoes 

the meditations of François Cheng, who hopes that 

beauty will save the world2. 

The power of emotional factors

Although the school has won several prizes and been 

praised in international journals, its key aspect lies 

elsewhere. A Bangladeshi architectural student wrote to 

Anna: “I never thought such extraordinary architecture 

could be created with our indigenous materials”. 

Anna’s aim was to make people proud for their own 

culture and increase their inventiveness in using local 

resources: “Architecture and building are closely linked 

to identity and self-confidence, the basis for sustainable 

development”. The project illustrates the potential 

offered by shrewd design, from the choice of site to the 

construction details. Feedback has shown that it is not 

the ecological or economic advantages of the school 

that have won people over, but emotional factors: the 

colours, atmosphere, comfort and aesthetics. As one 

7KH�ODUJH�URRP�RQ�WKH�XSSHU�ÀRRU�LV�LQWHQGHG�IRU�SK\VLFDO�DFWLYLWLHV��,WV�ÀRRU�FRPSULVHV�WKUHH�OD\HUV�RI�EDPERR�SROHV��FURVV�IROGHG�WRJHWKHU�IRU�EUDFLQJ���$Q�HDUWK�OD\HU�RQ�EDPERR�VODWV�LV�XVHG�DV�D�
levelling and surfacing course.
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,Q�HDFK�RI�WKH�WKUHH�JURXQG�ÀRRU�FODVVURRPV��WZR�URXQG�RSHQLQJV�OHDG�WR�D�JURWWR�LQWHQGHG�IRU�PHGLWDWLRQ�DQG�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�VPDOO�JURXSV���
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pupil has expressed: “Anna, I’m very happy in your earth school and 

enjoyed helping build it. When it’s really hot outside, it’s cool inside – as 

though air conditioned”. 

The soul of local development

The main argument against earth houses is their lifetime, normally limited 

to 10 years under torrential rain due to their lack of foundations and wind 

bracing. In spite of her youth, Anna was able to demonstrate, even to local 

diehards, that earth is an excellent building material. Sometimes, it only 

The grottos are intended for highly focused work or creative thinking in a protective atmosphere, 
singly or in small groups.
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After having been trampled by cattle, the mixture of earth and straw is shaped into large clods to form layers around 70 
FP�WKLFN��$�SRO\HWK\OHQH�¿OP�EHWZHHQ�WKH�ZDOO�DQG�EULFN�IRXQGDWLRQV�SUHYHQWV�ULVLQJ�GDPS��

Beams formed of four poles of superimposed bamboo support the corrugated roof. They are held by double sandwiched 
columns and bracings at the roof overhang. 

The faces of the walls made out of stacked earth clods are trimmed with a small spade after 3 or 4 days, but it may be 
necessary to wait one or two weeks before the next “earth embankment” is applied.

Bamboo is used for the belt course of the walls and for reinforcing the jambs and lintels of openings.  

7KH�VFKRRO¶V�ZDOOV�DUH�XQWUHDWHG�RQ�WKH�RXWVLGH�EXW�KDYH�D�FOD\�UHQGHU�DQG�D�OLPH�EDVHG�¿QLVK�RQ�WKH�LQVLGH��
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Ennobling native culture 
,Q�1RYHPEHU�������$QQD�ZURWH�LQ�KHU�GLDU\��³,W�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�IRUJH�
strategies in overheated, smelly and miserable shacks. Clear thinking 
needs pleasant surroundings.  It is such thoughts that enthuse us, 
offer us hope and the courage to build a better future. Aesthetics are 
often overlooked in developing countries. Is beauty the privilege of 
the rich? Beauty is precious but not expensive and is often present 
in Bangladesh villages: in the soberness of forms, the sensuality of 
materials, the luminous colours of clothes… a soft delicate beauty, 
which has to be treated with care and protected. Our aim is not 
to replace local architectural, but ennoble it so that its culture and 
beauty remain vibrant and living”.

needs a remarkable example to trigger motivations that radically transform 

a region. Anna returned to Bangladesh in 2007 in a second project with 

Dipshikha to aid families build earth houses themselves, showing that 

space savings and a good level of comfort can be attained with a budget 

of 500 euros. Paul Tigga, director of Dipshikha, confirms: “Her new ideas 

have sparked a lot of hope and confidence and they can significantly 

improve housing in rural areas”.  

1. Modern Education and Training Institute.

2. François Cheng, Cinq méditations sur la beauté, Albin Michel, 2006.
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Fiche techniqueÊ

7KH�VDUL�IDEULF�FXUWDLQV�LQWURGXFH�EULJKW��VKLPPHULQJ�FRORXUV�LQWR�WKH�FODVVURRPV��EULJKWHQLQJ�WKH�HDUWK�UHQGHUV�RQ�WKH�ZDOOV�DQG�ÀRRU���
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