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Erhai Twin Hostel
A Contemporary Innovation of Traditional Timber Frame

ZHAO Yang
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I .Background
The tourism boom in Yunnan province 
is breathing new life into Erhai Lake 
with development in this area adopt-
ing an unconventional model. Unlike 
urban property development, individual 
hostels are built upon plots of land 
leased from local villagers. The lease 
is a 20year tenure and once the term of 
the lease is up, the hostel and the plot 
of land are returned to the villager. This 
new innovative model has created a new 
architectural style sympathetic with the 
original fabric.

Erhai Twin Hostel, located on the Jinsuo 
Islet, is one such inspiring creation to 
the southeast of the lake. The traditional 
Bai ethnic fishing villages have become 
a major tourism attraction in Dali. The 
limestone on the tiny island has been 

used to line the banks of the lake and 
is also used as building material which 
villagers carve using traditional artisan 
skills, a tradition of which the commu-
nity is extremely proud. 

II .Schematic Design
The Twin Hostel is located on the north-
ern end of the islet with a magnificent 
view of Erhai Lake making it an ideal 
choice for the construction of the hostel. 
The property is owned by two brothers, 
which has proven to be problematic in 
the creation of a continuous spatial ex-
perience. To overcome this problem, a 
seventy meter corridor was designed to 
connect the two buildings with a trian-
gular courtyard used as a service center 
for guests. The best rooms are found 
where guests can enjoy the picturesque 

vistas while basking in the sun.  

III. Construction
Erhai Lake and its surrounds are ex-
tremely picturesque. The ripples on the 
lake surface, the wisps of cloud floating 
in the sky and the small boats sailing on 
the lake form a serene landscape that 
only nature could create. Building stone 
is in plentiful supply from quarries in 
the mountainside. The traditional crafts-
manship that has passed down from 
generation to generation among the Bai 
ensures that the timber components are 
carved with great refinement.

Experienced artisans are also invited 
from nearby villages to take part in 
the innovative design process. A tra-

ditional grid of 3.8m is used which al-
lows greater flexibility in design. The 
timber framework has been simplified, 
especially the single-pitched roof, while 
preserving a traditional Chinese archi-
tectural theme. Stones are laid into walls 
using the local sanchahua bond, creating 
different effects between the exterior 
and interior. Timber pillars stand waist 
high in the wall in accordance with Bai 
tradition. For improved waterproofing, 
planks are covered with a double mem-
brane in the area between the rafters 
and tiles. A ceremony to celebrate the 
completion of the timber frame, is held 
on an auspicious day with rituals, chant-
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ing and a banquet for all –even laborers 
from nearby villages are invited.

IV .Conclusion
The Erhai Twin Hostel is one of the in-
novations in the renewal of Traditional 
Villages in Yunnan Province. They are 
part of contemporary developments un-
dertaken for tourism. The development 
of tourism in this area has altered the 
traditional economic structure and has 
created new requirements for architec-
tural structures to meet new demands. 
Instead of a one-size-for-all solution, 
each building has to consider its own 
unique setting and consider an appropri-
ate design where traditional vernacular 
architecture is combined with moder-
nity.
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