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Medieval muslim
mosque at Calicut,
shedding the language
of domes and minars
for climatically
appropriate pagoda
like forms, with
timber grilles for
ventilation instead of
large windows,

We knew it was going to be no ordinary con-
vention when we saw the elephant.
Welcoming visitors at the entrance, gaudily
caparisoned and sporting an elaborate crimson
parasol, he patiently posed for photographs in
the gathering tropical dusk. But then, the
southern Indian state of Kerala is no ordinary
place. It was here — in the coastal town of
Calicut —  that the Indian Institute of
Architects (ITA) held its recent National
Convention.

The theme of this year’s gathering was
‘Globalisation and Regionalism’. Although
currently celebrating 50 years of indepen-
dence, India is only now opening up its econ-
omy to the international market and it still
seems unsure how to harness the forces of
globalisation for local benefit. We were anx-
ious to see what Indian architects make of a
debate which is already acknowledged in the
West, but which could soon acquire new rele-
vance for the fledgling regions of Britain fol-
lowing the devolution votes of last September.

In principle, globalisation is nothing new,
and Calicut is certainly an appropriate loca-
tion to discuss the influx of new ideas into
India. Successive waves of foreign traders and
invaders have come to Kerala’s Malabar Coast
in search of spices, sandalwood and ivory.
Chinese traders sailed here from the court of
Kublai Khan. Calicut itself was famed in
medieval times for its powerful Muslim
rulers, the Zamorins or ‘Lords of the Sea’, who
attracted Arab, Jewish and Syrian Christian
merchants to their tiny city state: a dazzling
variety of cultures in overwhelmingly Hindu
southern India. In 1498 Vasco da Gama landed
at Calicut, heralding five centuries of Euro-
pean influence in India by the Portuguese,
Dutch, French and finally the British.

Throughout it all, Kerala assimilated the
cultural waves lapping at its shores with a
strong local identity which would be the envy
of many up-and-coming European regions.
The tiny state combines strict Hindu obser-
vance with an ancient matriarchal system,
modest codes of dress with wild and weird
traditional dance costume, farming methods
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unchanged since the dawn of agriculture with
an education system the envy of the sub-con-
tinent: a 91% literacy rate being the proudest
achievement of the world’s first freely elected
Marxist local government! If Kerala can bal-
ance such contradictions why not Wales,
Scotland or the English regions?

The harsh tropical climate puts paid to the
modernist ‘white box’, and most Keralan

building types shelter under steep, pagoda
like roofs of thatch or tile with cooling timbe:
grilles instead of large window openings ir
the bamboo and mud cement walls. Even the
mosques of Calicut’s Muslim Lords shec
domes and minar in favour of the ubiquitou:
pagoda, and Laurie Baker long ago remindec
the Keralans of the importance of respecting
their distinctive regional building tradition.



The similarities between our home country,
Wales, and this exotic state came to mind.
Both are situated on the western extremity of
a landmass bounded by the sea, isolated to
varying extents from invaders and ideas from
the east. Wales too was subject to sea-borne
influxes, by such groups as the Huguenots,
French and Irish. A separate language, bilin-
gual tradition and a strong rural identity are
other common features. However the differ-
ences are vast — 2.9 million people out of a
population of around 55 million compared
with 29 million out of 950 million! India is
slowly opening up its economy. Wales does
not have to make such a choice: however it
does have to rethink how to present itself
within the United Kingdom, Europe and per-
haps even at the proposed Council of the
Isles.

On a national level, India, like all ancient
cultures confronted with the new forces of
globalisation, has a rich heritage of built
forms which can be used or abused by incom-
ing organisations. The result can be a genuine
regionalism, but is more often mere ‘exotic’
pastiche.

At the conference the strongest case for an
Indian regionalism was put by Delhi-based
designer K T Ravindran, who has himself
built in Kerala. He maintained that architects
need to act as ‘barometers of our time’, reaf-
firming but also continually subverting and
re-inventing traditions and forms. Edwin
Lutyens sublimely accomplished the latter at
New Delhi, as most Indian commentators
generously admit, but was emphatically no
barometer for their culture which he despised
as hopelessly inferior. Half a century on, India
has its own post-Independence culture, and
two recent projects by Charles Correa refer to
an Indian tradition on a deeper level. The
Jawahar Kala Kendra crafts museum in Jaipur
takes as its starting point the ancient nine-
square Hindu mandala on which the city itself
is laid out. Perhaps more relevant to the
Welsh situation is Correa’s finally-completed
State Assembly in Bhopal, which attempts an
epic re-use of the domed Buddhist stupa at the
nearby historic site of Sanchi. This huge sixth
century structure is a truly timeless form, and
here sits atop the Lower House Assembly

hall. Both projects are enhanced with mosaics
and sculpture by local craftspeople and form
an impressive addition to the cityscape.

The buildings of Kerala’s most famous
architectural resident, British-born Laurie
Baker, may look ‘traditional’ due to their use
of vernacular building methods and elements.
However each house is planned with a rigor-
ous attention to the clients’ needs which
would put most modernist ‘machines for liv-
ing in’ to shame. Baker’s constant presence
on site allows for continual reassessment and

Left and below, plus facing page
centre top and middle: the new
State Assembly building for
Bhopal by Charles Correa using
timeless forms with regionalist
associations.

All photographs courtesy of
Charles Correa.

Right: Laurie Baker's
intimately regionalist
architecture; the
women'’s hostel at
the Centre for
Development Studies,
Trivandrum.
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Above: The Stupa at Sanchi,

the inspiration for Correa's Vidhan Sabha, the new
parliament'’s largest assembly chamber (see right).

Right centre: The Court of the People at Correa's Bhopal
Assembly. A beautifully regionalist solution based on the
geometry of ‘ghat’ and decorated by tribal artist Jangan
Singh. Let us hope the best of contemporary Welsh art
and craft will inform the conception of the new
Assembly building, as well as adoming it.

Bottom right: Karnataka State Legislature and Secretariat,
the Vidhana Soudha, Bangalore 1956; impeccable
revivalist pastiche, at the other extreme from Corbusier's
Chandigarh. Let's hope the Welsh Assembly plumps for
neither of these extremes.

wdjustment as work progresses. The result is
n impressive portfolio intensely rooted in
ocale, culture and user requirements.

Both Baker and Ravindran have re-used
:xisting elements from demolished structures
n their designs, and indeed this approach has
L special resonance in the Asian context
vhere buildings are often seen as part of a
sontinuum rather than in the western ‘muse-
1m style’ approach. Architect and critic Romi
<hosla has recently pointed out that, in the
sase of religious buildings in south Asia, ‘the
ianctity of a spot is more important than the
ouilding placed on it. The continuous addi-
ions and alterations that are carried out to
such a structure) are not perceived to be
lestructive in any way. On the contrary a
itream of donations to a mosque or temple
'nsures that (it) is constantly being altered’.!
n such an environment, western concepts
uch as conservation, preservation, restora-
ion and reconstruction are rendered mean-
ngless.

However, without some critical appraisal,
1s exercised by Ravindran, Correa and Baker,
egionalism descends into just another style.
n this many Indian architects find conde-
icending echoes of an earlier form of global-
sation, the 19th century Orientalist Movement
«ctive under the British Raj, which sought to
e-package suitably exotic elements of eastern
;ultures for middle-class western consump-
ion. The immaculate but expensive work of
Jeoffrey Bawa, for example, applies impec-
:able vernacular design and detailing to luxu-
y holiday accommodation. In a bizarre piece
f cultural inversion, visitors to his Club Villa
esort at Bentota pay a large amount of money

for the privilege of staying in an ‘authentic’
Sri Lankan cottage. Foreign tourists, here in

India, are given the ‘regionalist’ experience at
the equivalent of the St Fagans Museum of
Welsh Life: Dakshinachitra near Madras,
which boasts re-built dwellings from the
neighbouring states. Theme dinners encompass
traditional southern cuisine, catered by a 5
star hotel chain, and served on plantain leaves
to visitors sitting cross-legged on the floor.

However, a regionalist approach need not
involve the re-use of traditional features at all,
and Malaysian architect Ken Yeang, in his
keynote address, placed climatic response
centre-stage with his thesis on the skyscraper,
bioclimatically considered.

This theme was in turn taken up by Vijay
Paranjpye, a noted environmentalist, who
challenged the Gandhian rural idyll of India’s
‘one million villages’ with the suggestion that
such small settlements as needed should be
turned into liveable medium-sized towns.
Such a move may pre-empt the misery of
whole-scale migration to the mega-cities and
proto-suburban sprawl. It would certainly
prove a strong creative challenge to India’s
architects and planners, many of whom — like
their British counterparts avoiding the ‘diffi-
culties’ of brown-field sites — prefer to work
from a clean slate.

Perhaps the ultimate opportunity to express
an emerging identity is the construction of a
new parliament building. After Lutyens’ tour
de force, India’s best known example is Le
Corbusier’s heroic state capital complex at
Chandigarh, thoroughly modernist in
approach, with no reference to India’s past. In
direct contrast is its lesser known contempo-
rary, Bangalore’s Vidhana Soudha, completed
in 1956 to accommodate Karnataka State’s
Secretariat and Legislature. This is an impos-
ing granite edifice designed in an unashamed-
ly revivalist style with references to Hindu
temple architecture — an extravagant pastiche
impeccably executed. As mentioned previous-
ly, Correa’s State Assembly at Bhopal is a
building that re-evaluates India’s past and is
the epitome of a new regionalism.

What India does have on its side when
confronted by the forces of globalisation is a
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millennia-old tradition of tolerance and adap-
tation which enables it to transform outside
influences with amazing subtlety. Despite set-
backs, India continues to move forward,
maybe not as fast as its east Asian neighbours,
but without suffering their recent spectacular
setbacks either. It is, perhaps, more like
Rudyard Kipling’s ponderous but resourceful
elephant which, famously, ‘could not gallop’
but could catch an express train if it set its
mind to it. =

1. The Persistence of Pre-Modernism — The Search
for Authenticity in Central Asia, Tibet, India and
Nepal by Romi Khosla in Contemporary
Architecture and City Form — The South Asian
Paradigm: Marg Publications, Mumbai, 1997.

Straight and true

You may yearn for the solid straight and true oak
posts and beams but you know all too well about
the problems of drying out and movement, and
when you start to think responsibly about managing
local oak woodlands to their full extent, then the
30% stronger option of using laminated oak, created
from this under-utilised capacity, must be the better
choice. As Andrew Abbot Managing Director of
TRADA argues, ‘two thirds of the unused annual
sustainable yield in Wales alone represents 140,000 m
of uncut stock. As firewood this might fetch only
about £10 per tonne; converted into high value
semi-finished products it might reflect a 100 fold
increase in the turn-over value of the raw material’;
and then there is the gain of local employment and
not transporting the material over vast distances. So
while you may feel it necessary to check very care-
fully the BS and EU regulated specification of the
adhesives used in the laminating process, on every
other front in terms of environmental impact, it
would seem that the laminated version deserves
serious consideration.

16

ELAM

Layered components in hardwood

The broadleaf forests of the UK are producing vast
quantities of Oak — a renewable, ecologically sound
resource and ELAM has found a way to produce solid Oak
which drastically reduces twisting and buckling. Perfect for
use in window frames, doors or wood panels, its natural
beauty and strength make it distinctive and its beauty lasts
a lifetime. We at ELAM use home grown timber from
sustainable sources and are also willing to use other
species at the customer’s request. Our finished product is a
Quality component, straight, square, cut to suitable lengths
and planed all round.

Why use layered components?

Layered components are up to 30% stronger
than normal timber.

Less likely to move.

Minimal wastage.

Drastically reduces manufacturing time.

Cut to suitable lengths, straight, square
and planed all round.

Layering (laminating) is cost effective.

For further information please contact:

Hywel Evans, Proprietor, Elam
Lletty Reos, Llanfihangel, Llanfyllin, Powys SY22 5JF.
Telephone/Fax: 01691 648495



