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There is this curious disability I suffer from. I am told that it is an inescapable 
condition of human perception. I am unable to behold two perceptions of the 
same phenomenon simultaneously. I can switch or alternate between them, but I 
cannot behold them together – even when I know that they have a simultaneous 
existence. Not only is their existence simultaneous, each one cannot exist in the 
absence of the other. Yet each appears to be a universe in itself. Physicists have 
talked of the existence of parallel dimensions which we cannot perceive. Mystics 
claim to have the faculty of slipping in and out of these dimensions. I chose to 
use the word ‘dimension’ to acknowledge the distinct aspects of architecture 
which I can perceive, which exist simultaneously, but which I am unable to 
behold together in the same moment.

 

 I have wandered for many a year as an architect. I cannot call it a journey, for there 
hasn’t been any particular destination or a point of arrival. In my wanderings I 
have so far encountered three dimensions of the world of architecture. Each one 
is very real, very insistent, and does not need mystical powers to be recognized.

My initiation into architecture at the University of Cambridge was a reiteration 
of the traditional view of architecture in Europe – that architecture is a cultural 
artifact, aligned to the histories of the fine arts and aesthetics, as languages of 
form and space; of styles imbued with significance and meaning. We traced their 
evolution and analyzed their ordering principles. We studied the Modern Masters 
as philosopher artists. This became the self-view of the architect. The task of the 
architect is to fashion the cultural artifact that will symbolize a philosophical 
construct and possess aesthetic value. This dimension of architecture is its most 
insistent dimension, confronting us with its physical presence and immediacy as 
experienced object-space.

There was embedded within this cultural dimension of architecture the strand 
of craft. The craft of building is implicit in the intentionality of form, which 
requires a deep understanding of materials and tools of fabrication. Although 
craft, per se, has, embedded within it, its own aesthetic and meaning, it would 
not be permitted to be an end in itself. It would be subjected to an external 
intentionality. 

Much later, my learning from the vernacular traditions would turn this dimension 
of architecture as a cultural artifact, so to speak, inside-out: Architecture comes 
into being through the processes of making.
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After Cambridge comes the Architectural Association School of Architecture.  
Architecture is conceived in  another dimension. It is an industrial system. 
The architect becomes a developer of systems and processes that explore the 
possibilities of technological advance with cybernetics, the dynamism of flux and 
change. Architecture is a developmental force and the architect a development 
practitioner.

 At the Department of Tropical Studies at the A A, which I joined for the final 
year of the architecture course, this new dimension took a dramatic turn – 
homeward! This course, led by Dr. Koenigsberger, who, as I was to learn later, 
was the chief author of Delhi’s first Master Plan, brought together students from 
all continents of the developing world. At the Tropical Studies Department the 
message was clear and strong: The production of the built environment in the 
developing regions of the world will be a significant aspect of their social and 
economic development - to meet the basic needs of growing populations with 
limited resources. The architect in this context is a development practitioner. 
Architecture is a development practice.  So true! Especially for our part of the 
world. This, then, is the second dimension of the world of architecture.

The science of Climatology is born at that time and it is taught at the Tropical 
Studies Department with scientific rigor. It is a science as fundamental as 
structural engineering. It is about learning the ways of configuring built space 
and deploying materials of construction to make buildings comfortable according 
to their local climate. The intrinsic logic of vernacular architectures according 
to their climatic region and locally available material resources came to be 
understood. This was the beginning of recognizing the fundamental relationship 
of the built environment with natural resources and climate. From then on, 
following the oil crisis, the crises of environmental pollution, the oil crisis and 
environmental stress in cities, facing Climate Change today – the theory of 
environmental sustainability takes shape. With the growth of populations and 
the increasing consumption of material and energy, a hitherto latent dimension 
of the world of architecture becomes visible. Architecture becomes, inevitably, a 
practice of environmental stewardship. The architect is a steward of sustainable 
ecologies. This is the third dimension of the world of architecture.

So here are the three dimensions of architecture which imply three roles for 
the practitioner of architecture: 

Architecture as a the making of cultural artifact

Architecture as development practice

Architecture as environmental stewardship

From this position -  a complete practice of architecture would be one where each 
of these dimensions is engaged with. They become an evaluative framework 
for its practice. Yet, I wonder if you also find, as I do, that there is a difficulty 
in beholding architecture as a unified trinity that it is. I seem to resolve it as a 
trichotomy, being able to behold one dimension at a time.
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In Modern terms the practice of architecture is a profession. – a trusteeship on 
behalf of society for the built environment to produce social and environmental 
security and well-being. This is consistent with the three dimensional formulation. 
But, in contemporary terms, the practice of architecture is also, increasingly, a 
business. This poses, perhaps, another dichotomy, where I am unable to behold 
the Modern-professional image and the contemporary-businessman image 
simultaneously.

To return to my thesis, these trichotomies or dichotomies are a persistent 
reminder of my perceptual disability. A sage or a mystic may well claim to have 
overcome this disability and may come to show us the way.  Meanwhile one 
continues one’s wanderings as an architect alternating and switching between 
its three dimensions.

As a craft, architecture is akin to pottery. Master potter Devi Prasad shows the 
way. It is through the contemplation of the day-to-day, mundane rituals and the 
necessities of living and with few material means that the subtle gestures of 
a sensitive mind are conveyed through the potter’s body into the making of a 
bowl – seeking an experience of beauty in the precision of becoming. When 
the broth is sipped – the bowl raised, tilted and held with poise - its purpose 
is consummated. And when it is held in attentive contemplation it stops the 
flow of time, it establishes a transcendent presence. So here is an ideal that 
the practice of architecture may be inspired by – the elegance of simple 
means, a wholesomeness of humble purpose, and the innocent offering of the  
imagination.

 

The Alhambra in Granada, with its intricacy of patterning under a simple 
gracious order is an expression of jap, of repetitive intonation with subtle 
inflections to contemplate the Essential. Luis Barragan making a home, is the 
stoic Christian, dissolving materiality into a stillness. Two sensibilities - one more 
Vaishnav and celebratory, the other more Shaivite and restrained, both seeking 
a transcendence!

Gulammohammed Sheikh’s Mappamundi with a blind Majnun wandering 
through a city of hope in search of his Laila, a city attended equally by the angel, 
the dervish and the pir, signals the persistence of memories and myths as ever 
present companions.

The  repetitive actions of the crafts of making would be acts of contemplation. 
Aesthetics are an outward sharing of an inner experience. Then, there is a search 
for authenticity in  continuing  cherished inheritances of memory or myth into 
new futures. The practice of architecture can neither be   pretence nor can it be 
staged performance.            
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Today, one cannot help but be overwhelmed by the juggernaut of urbanization. 
It seems to be running a rapacious course, blind to the consequences for the 
future. The architectural profession too cannot be blinkered in its dimension of 
the cultural artifact. What is the relevance of the esoteric artifact if it does not 
recover the world around it from collapse? Joseph Stein, under whom I worked 
after returning from the first building boom in Singapore, would say – ‘If the 
quality of life in cities is deteriorating and coming under greater and greater 
stress, architects and planners must accept their share of the blame’.

 Architecture as a developmental activity was given a prominent place in 
architectural education at the TVB School of Habitat Studies under the leadership 
of Ashish Ganju and A G K Menon. – as service in the real world that enveloped 
us, and as  cultural practice evolving from our own complex and layered history. 
Work revolved around the issues of community, equity and dignity under 
the pressures of rapid change. The idea that a culture has its dignity and its 
authenticity only when it retains the initiative of its own creative imagination, 
is born. At TVB the city was the primary ground to be engaged with – in order to 
learn and to test ideas.

Research and advocacy for the city’s sustainable and equitable growth needs 
impetus from all the professions engaged in the making of the built environment. 
Our proposal for Delhi – The City Regenerates – posits some strategies for turning 
around the city toward a sustainable future, and progressively improving the 
quality of lived experience in the day-to-day lives of citizens.

The positive reception of the idea encouraged us toward direct engagement.

We have been working with communities and helping local authorities to find 
practical solutions at the Aapki Sadak project in Delhi - to improve the quality 
of the outdoor environment in residential neighborhoods, promote walk-ability 
and reduce motor car dependency. We have engaged in the exercise of preparing 
Local Area Plans for municipal wards and designed pedestrian infrastructure as 
the  city’s pride.
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In collaboration with many others we play the role of “Architect as Citizen” - to 
re-define the purpose of urban development – as a lever for the distribution 
of wealth with spatial equity. We advocate policies of urban development 
and principles of urban design that will set the course toward sustainable 
regeneration and growth for the city.
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We develop affordable housing solutions – rapid, sound construction of homes in 
communities enjoying economies of scale: future-proof – anticipating a gradual 
rise in standards of living. Prototypical typologies for compact yet  affordable 
and environmentally sustainable urban development are being  investigated. 

The enormous scale of the demand for affordable homes, limited financial 
resources and the paucity of time prompts the application of the industrial 
principle of economy with efficiency, while maintaining an expression of identity 
and exercise of choice. Here, “industrial principle” is to be distinguished from 
mechanization and automation that displace human agency. Rather, it is to be 
reconstructed as systems for liberating many initiatives and imaginations with 
the benefit of appropriate tools for greater efficiency and economy.
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On what to apply our creative imagination as designers? Let 
it be said first that, by definition, the imagination is free. The 
choice of where to apply it lies with the architect. 

The creative imagination must be engaged with the intelligence of building. We 
would devise ways of building – to construct a logic of efficiency, synergy and 
symbiosis, harmonizing the ecologies of natural systems with the ecologies of 
human societies into lived experience. 

Integration of building and environmental systems which exploit systemic 
synergies is a path to be explored:

•	 For urban functions combining the indoor and outdoor environments.

•	 Recovering  ecologies to establish sustainable settlements.

•	 Extending the possibilities of low process-energy and natural materials 
transforming traditional craftsmanship into new capabilities.
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The wanderings continue across multiple realms. From design and  technical 
innovation to education and research; from engagement with the city to 
advocacy and activism. But the three dimensions of the world of architecture 
continue to stake their claim. Is it the production of cultural artifacts for esoteric 
appreciation or popular enjoyment? Is it development practice in the service of 
social needs? Is it environmental stewardship to construct sustainable ways of 
living? Is it not all three at once? Isn’t it true that each one is the cause and the 
consequence of the other two? This is the foundation of the ethic of profession 
- the ethic of the practice of architecture.

The search for equity and environmental sustainability in a world of rapid 
communication and rapid change would underpin the Zeitgeist of the material 
culture of this millennium. Rapid change will be the order of the day even as we 
seek quietude and poise. 

Today, the process of change and the processes of making that accompany 
this change, have become our lived experience. Without ethics change will be 
violent.

 Must change be violent?

 When will we learn to build in such a way that all actions of building are dance 
of communion and all sounds of building – music? That deep wisdom and 
knowledge has existed and is waiting to be reclaimed.

Ashok Lall                                                                                                                                            

November 2013
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