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Form, Shelter and Aesthetics 

Shelter has always been architectonic. The 
forces of energy are utilized to withstand 
the elements (rain, wind, sand, cold, hot, 
dry) and to withstand gravity (external 
loads, people and animal loads, food and 
fire supply). The nature of the available 
building materials (boughs, trees, leaves, 
loam, clay, brick, bark or fabric) is also 
critical. All of these intuitively understood 
materials, processes or forces have shaped 
shelter decisions. The precision with which 
these elements were refined, emphasized 
or cherished was evidenced in form and 
established style or character. The nature 
of materials, the natural laws and the scale 
of man's activity yielded a variety of 
orders, disciplines and forms. Many of 
these are reflected today in notations of 
form, in geometrics expressing form and in 
art. Baked brick and palm tree structures 
have specific orders and forms. Wood 
forms vary with tree size and character; 
hides and fabrics shape tent structures; 
stone and brick begin to isolate forms into 
sophisticated enclosures, often reflecting 
and incorporating the patterns and char
acter of primal shelter. 

Signs and symbols are also an intimate 
part of man's interaction with shelter, 
imparting a special significance or identifi
cation. The aesthetic pleasures of form, 
sign and symbol reach different levels of 
dominance in different cultures, refined by 
a combination of ethical or moral attitudes 
that selectively give special credence in 
particular cultures. 

Historically, man's concept of his place in 
the universe, his physical struggle in his 
special location and his rituals and 
religion shape and define his artifacts. 
Whether we think of Western cultures 
such as Celtic, Greek or Roman; of the 
Middle Eastern Syrian, Egyptian, Hebraic 
or Muslim cultures; or of the Eastern 
Buddhist, Brahmin or Shinto cultures, we 
recognize consonances within each culture 
as well as differences among them. 

Technology, whether conceived in the 
West or the East, has added an accultura
tion burden to our concepts of form and 
vocabulary. Materials, techniques and 
combinations no longer spring directly 
from nature, natural laws or man's indi
vidual capacity and intuition. The aesthet
ics of technology have been impacted on 
once primitive forms of shelter, in both 
use of materials and content of form. 

We seek to identify those primal situations 
which will establish both tradition and 
form for a particular locality. We seek to 
identify those signs and symbols inherent 
in a culture or in the aspirations of that 
culture, the latter a concept impossible 
without technology. We seek recognition 
once again of man's faith, and recognition 
that shelter-shelter for living, work, 
education, religion, etc.-has direct 
meaning in everyday life and to a nation 
as a whole. 

Signs, symbols and materials, then, are 
used by societies, artists, engineers and 



scientists to reflect the dominant inter
pretations of a culture at a particular 
moment in time. Those interpretations
from the Grand Mosque of Kairouan in 
Tunis, the Alhambra in Spain, the Katsura 
Palace in Kyoto, the Red Mosque in 
Lahore, Chartres in France and the Air 
Force Academy Chapel in the United 
States-all seek to extrapolate the forces 
and attitudes of a specific society. It is 
therefore essential that a society be 
recognized for its unique as well as its 
universal character. An artist can expect 
cultural confrontation to result from dif
ferent concepts of form, shape, character 
and use. The artists of today must 
interpret the present in terms of today, 
yesterday and, if they desire, tomorrow. 
The primal as well as the sophisticated 
forms of pre-technological society lend an 
inspiration and vocabulary for today, and 
societies still rooted in the past provide a 
contemporary example of primal decisions. 

For Skidmore, Owings and Merrill, 
Algeria provided a very special sense of 
place. It is a new nation, harshly con
ceived through "a savage war for peace," 
a nation with historic ties to Muslim, 
Berber and Western cultures. Its people 
and products demonstrate the entire 
spectrum from primitive to the most ad
vanced scientific and technological needs 
and products; the national charter seeks 
both Algerianization and Arabization. 
While a nation so young and growing 
would hope that enduring forms would 
naturally arise, the gestation period of 
such images is long. After peace the 
country had only thirty architects. The 
government sought help worldwide, from 
Brazil, France, Sweden, Germany, Switz
erland, Italy, Russia, the United States, 
Romania and Poland. The individual 
searches for appropriate architectural 
forms for this new society had many 
interpretive sources. It is always possible 
to discard some forms of the past by edict, 
but aesthetically these issues change and 
evolve slowly, never returning to their 
original states of conception. 

I myself have searched not in technology 
nor in a specific culture for an organizing 
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base. Like any artist, my original searches 
are aesthetic, not intellectual; intuitive, 
not historical; but influenced by time and 
personal place. A recognition that tech
nology was too diverse and impersonal in 
the cultural and intuitive sense made me 
search for a contemporary vocabulary. 
This vocabulary should have uses in in
dividual cultures or aesthetic situations 
and, if properly applied, should evoke 
character, forms and symbols capable of 
appreciation. The results are not neces
sarily constant for all cultures, but the 
underlying order gives the viewer a per
ceivable vision of his own time and place, 
his own purpose and enjoyment. 
Geometry or the organization of form 
exist in all shelter, but the interpretation 
of form and geometry is a unique cultural 
expression. 

My personal choice of aesthetic system, 
Field Theory, is not a rigid discipline or a 
formal stylistic base. Rather, it is a 
contemporary search for proportional pat
terns, scales and forms that can be logi-

University of Blida, Algeria site plan 

Photo: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 
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cally incorporated into shelter. These 
forms are abstract and highly personal, but 
they are still responses to the culture and 
society in which they exist. They still 
interpret a synthesis of the forces that 
shape man and his place in terms of urban 
and physical form. 

Blida-Search for Form 
in an Algerian University 

The design of a college campus-that is, 
the goals, programme, master plan, indi
vidual building design and construction 
documents-provides the ingredients of a 
solution to the demand for education in an 
expanding population. However, the evo
lution of educational institutions has 
varied in different countries and different 
cultures. Historically in the West the 
university merged with the fabric of the 
town, coexisting in harmony with tra
dition, reflecting the community in its 
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residential, communal and religious life. 
With the rise of technology, the technical 
Jaboratory used in educational and medical 
research displaced the university as the 
traditional academic centre of the town. 
New academic units were dispersed in 
specialized enclaves in the surrounding 
areas. Integration of the new with the 
existing town fabric varies with the 
physical topography, natural land and 
water forms, transportation systems and 
routes. Oxford and Cambridge in England 
and Tiibingen and Freiburg in Germany 
are two examples. Modern universities 
built "from scratch" primarily reflect the 
demands of the overwhelming specifics of 
science and technology, and these 
demands contrast with the traditional 
urban patterns. 

In the United States, some universities 
were established on the European city 
models. The land grant colleges in the 
U.S.A., supported by federal grants, 
established the central mall design with 
dispersed structures for academic dis
ciplines, surrounded by housing and the 
smaller non-urban community. This 
pattern is a formal interpretation of the 
city centre as "University." However, as 
the demands in technology, science and 
health required extensive additional 
academic space, separate unrelated en
claves were developed. 

When approaching the design of a univer
sity in another culture, it is my belief that 
one must put aside the traditions and 
patterns that comprise one's own aesthetic 
palette. By this I do not mean that one 
negates personal response to the art of 
architecture; rather, one intuits those 
responses to the unique situations of a 
new culture. The development of the 
design for Algeria's University of Blida, 
plus the Cite Universitaire (student 
housing) and the Centre Hospitalo
Universitaire de Blida, demanded fresh 
attitudes. Three primary factors developed 
into many sub-factors that enlarged and 
informed the design. 
1) The institutions were to reflect the 
goals and aspirations of Algeria, a new 
democratic socialist republic whose free-
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University of Blida, Algeria model of site plan 

Photo I. Hedrich/Hedrich-Blessing 

dom had been hard won in a savage 
revolution. 
2) The institution as well as the country 
achieved these freedoms based upon a rich 
heritage dominated by the Muslim ethic. 
3) The new nation, desiring modern facili
ties, hoped for solutions reflecting 
Algerian goals, while recognizing the 
limited resources in relation to nation
wide demands in housing, industry, health 
and education. 

Our commission included not only a 
comprehensive master plan and the design 
of individual facilities, but the creation of 

the academic programme, curriculum de
sign and the selection of major equipment. 
Such a commission required knowledge of 
the academic goals established nationally, 
as well as intimate knowledge of student
faculty needs at the one-to-one level. The 
design, under the direction of the Ministry 
of Higher Education and Scientific Re
search, evolved in response to unique 
demands in the educational environment. 
The programme calls for students in 
vocational, preprofessional and doctoral 
fields, and recognizes current capabilities 
in construction techniques and available 
materials. The sense of place and space 



that is specifically Algerian and Mediter
ranean must contrast with a consideration 
of the impact of growth and form that will 
occur through academic enrichment over 
time. Consideration of the planning goals 
of the local community and the national 
master plan, and the desire for a beautiful 
and unique solution for Blida both attempt 
to anticipate the future within the realities 
of the present. 

A comprehensive programme in the 
humanities, technology and sciences is 
planned for the University. Its offerings 
will include law, economics, architecture; 
mechanical, aeronautical and acoustical 
engineering; and physics, chemistry, 
biology, agriculture and medicine. Housing 
is planned for 8000 of the 10,000 students, 
in three enclaves: one next to the Uni
versity, one in a new area of growth in the 
city of Blida and one adjacent to the old 
city. 

The University, teaching hospital and 
housing areas represent approximately 
2500 square metres. Certain construction 
criteria were agreed upon: 
• local materials-low strength concrete 

(3500 psi) in seismic areas 
• locally-produced concrete blocks and 

plaster 
• wood windows and single-strength glass 
• minimal incorporation of elevators 
• airconditioning only where absolutely 

required 
• use of natural ventilation and sun control 
• emphasis on local flora and fauna (Blida, 

also called the City of Roses, is in the 
rich agricultural Maghreb) 
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• a search for unique, yet traditional, 
form. 

The Master Plan for Blida follows no 
Western model, but springs from an un
derstanding of uniquely Algerian goals, an 
interpretation of the community as a social 
and academic centre and a recognition of 
the need to isolate yet integrate the spatial 
demands of the associated teaching hos
pital and the agricultural school. The 

University of Blida, Algeria- cluster courtyard 

Drawing: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 

University of Blida, Algeria' perspective to the mountains 

Photo: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 
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University comprises six individual areas, 
each pedestrian-oriented, each with an 
individual focus. Located in the foothills 
of the Atlas Mountains at the edge of the 
Mitidja Plain, the land slopes at five 
percent. This gradient approximates a hill 
town of modest incline, allowing vistas 
over the valley and to the mountains. 

The three professional areas-humanities, 
technology and science-form three radial 
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spokes on the uphill slope, converging on 
the perpendicularly radial university for 
preprofessional and vocational pro
grammes which ring the library, a central 
focus of the major university centre. This 
centre is bisected by a bus-transit route 
for students and the public, a major part 
of the city's public transportation system. 
The library is linked by a covered bridge 
to the major social space, a covered 
cultural centre with a centrally positioned 
coffeehouse. Radiating from this plaza, 
similar to a suq, are six walkways incor
porating specific activities: conference and 
assembly; dining; religious centre; music, 
theatre and dance; and services such as 
mail, dry cleaning and laundry, pharma
ceutical supplies and student academic 
services such as the bursar, etc. Central 
administration, sports, supply and main
tenance, as well as the Agricultural Col
lege and Teaching Hospital, complete the 
complex. Fitting into the interstices of the 
plan is a cite for 2000, a commune for 
agriculture and a local supply centre for 
the surrounding communities which are 
part of the existing expanded Blida. Al
ready, housing for SONATRACH (Societe 
Nationale de Transport de Carbo
Hydrates) borders an uphill site. The 
University, like the town, is a series of 
communities but with different foci. 

The architecture of the University con
tinues the city's sense of small and large 
centres, like the transition from house to 
street to town. Each discipline offers the 
opportunity for a garden-oriented cluster 
incorporating a specialized library, faculty 
offices, administration, special classrooms 
and laboratories, if required. These 
"discipline clusters" ring about a central 
cluster of shared classrooms and amp hi
theatres. These, in turn, are disposed 
around their own gardens. To further 
interaction, interdisciplinary centres were 
created, one each in the humanities, 
science and technology. 

Walkways to each area are covered with 
plastic and with vines. A coffeehouse 
is situated at the interstices of the plan. 
Other walks are lined with windbreak 
trees, pine or cedar on one side and 
flowering or fruit trees on the other. Each 

University of Blida, Algeria large covered plaza and central coffeehouse 

Drawing: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 

University of Elida, Algeria: coffeehouse in a garden 

Drawing: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 

of the planted areas, whether interior 
courtyards or exterior squares, has its own 
scale and colours. To enhance this 
aesthetic, the squares are painted yellow, 
pink, blue or green, and the buildings are 
painted different colours on each fa<;ade. 
Skeletal building structures and seismic 
walls are painted a contrasting colour. The 
interior courtyard gardens and staircases 

have special ceramic tiles which follow the 
colour schemes. 

Natural topography dominates the plan. 
Existing olive groves remain and adjoin 
the new areas. A central garden provides 
natural shelter; a grove of ficus surrounds 
the library and provides traditional cli
matic cover to the Enseignement General 



area. The roofed central garden, though 
made of local steel sections bolted 
together, provides a special place for 
formal or informal student assembly. Din
ing, in contrast, is separated into distinct 
individual halls for scale, comfort and 
convenience, with native Algerian rugs 
hanging from the sky-lit ceiling to provide 
acoustical balance. 

The description belies the series of geo
metric orders that underlies the design. As 
in traditional Muslim architecture, each 
component is part of the whole. As a 
holistic aesthetic, the geometry of the total 
plan, each building, each unit, each 
garden is a variation of the basic 
geometry. This was made possible by 
adhering to the original concepts and 
goals, searching for unique national quali
ties and apprehending the culturally rich 
forms that come from the Muslim ethic 
and the past. Upon completion, one will 
see not a large, formal geometric form, 
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but a variety of elements held together by 
an underlying geometric order, one 
created especially for the University, 
another for the Cite and another for the 
Teaching Hospital. 

A mature designer brings a vocabulary, a 
personal commitment and a moral attitude 
to a project. The client brings the special 
demands of his needs, and the country 
brings the culture and the mystique. The 
University of Blida reflects this combined 
effort, enhanced by the rich overlay of 
Muslim tradition in form, materials and 
geometry. There was a conscious effort to 
look forward and reinterpret, rather than 
merely adopt old forms or contemporary 
aesthetic clicMs. The buildings have a 
combination of the prosaic mixed with 
purpose and scale, coming together in 
celebration and cooperation, yet indi
vidual. The University resembles a suq in 
a garden more than any other form. Each 
academic unit functions as a visual gate-

University of Blida, Algeria: view of campus model showing variety of forms and clusters in the 
garden environment 

Photo: J. Hedrich/Hedrich-Blessing 
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way or domicile for a specific discipline. 
The enrichment of colour and palette and 
the restrictions of materials have, in es
sence, been complementary. The design 
experience has been revealing and enlarg
ing, forcing personal reevaluations, dif
ferent senses of awareness and, one hopes, 
a beautiful pattern for growth and change. 

BUda-Search for Form in an 
Algerian Teaching Hospital 

The Teaching Hospital at Blida is a 
self-contained addition to the University, 
almost equal in size to the parent organi
zation. While aesthetically compatible with 
the initial project, it uses individualized 
elements of vocabulary such as curved 
forms, hollow concrete blocks, a simple 
structure and a sloping site. It is unique 
because hospital design in general, in the 

Centre Hospitalo-Universitaire, Blida, Algeria 
site model 

Plan: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 
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Third World in particular and in the 
Arab world specifically, demands unique 
solutions. 

This design yielded the opportunity to 
display enrichment of the Field Theory 
aesthetic, in which a combination of 
component units to fit individual hospital 
projects and unique units following 
specific patient or service functions have 
been designed within a geometric pattern. 
This permits both proper area use and 
individual expression of function, thus 
achieving scale and community for a 
hospital of 750 beds with a projected 
capacity of two thousand outpatients daily. 
It is important to understand that in the 
Third World the introduction of medical 
services is complicated by historical prece
dents, by the tremendous need and by 
conflicting cultural habits. For example, a 
major effort has been undertaken in 
preventive medicine in the area of obstet
rics and gynecology, combining the latest 
procedures with the modern training of 
midwives, and keeping in mind the heavy 
demand for the pharmaceutical and pro
grammatic needs of doctors, students and 
patients. 

The Hospital at Blida is designed in nine 
major components for inpatient and out
patient care. The outpatients have access 
to all individual clinics that function as 
both inpatient and outpatient diagnostic 
units adjacent to the pharmacy and the 
laboratories. This diagnostic service ele
ment is a buffer between the outpatient 
and inpatient area, which consists of 
hospital bed units, surgical and obstetrical 
units and emergency room suites. The 
remaining unit which services patients 
contains administrative offices and a 
primarily diagnostic dental clinic. 

A realistic combination of high and low 
technology has been used in this project, 
providing an approach for up-to-date 
services by doctors and surgeons with only 
modest utilization of airconditioning and 
technical conveyances (e.g. elevators). 
This further allows building forms to 
achieve their own natural relationships as 
programmatic structures, without requiring 
excessive maintenance or infrastructure 
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Centre Hospitalo-Universitaire, Blida, Algeria: diagnostic services 

Plan and axonometric Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 

Centre Hospitalo-Universitaire, Blida, Algeria wing for contagious diseases 

Plan and axonometric: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 
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Centre Hospitalo-Universitaire, Blida, Algeria: central garden and public waiting area 

Drawing: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 

annaba stlJ(ient housing complex 3 

blida student housing cmnplox 3 

University of Blida, Algeria: housing for students Integration of form, programme and Field Theory 

Diagramme: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 
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costs. Two special patient areas, infectious 
diseases and psychiatry, become mini
models of the hospital complex as a 
whole, utilizing forms developed in the 
major palette but scaled to the specific 
uses and needs of the two specialties. 

The characteristics of the fa<;ade are highly 
evocative of the Algerian climate, both in 
the solidity and mass of the window 
portion and in the passageways and gar
dens. The principal garden provides a 
comfortable social environment for the 
inpatient visiting procedure, one much 
appreciated by family members during the 
long hours of waiting. Care has to be 
taken in the treatment of bed patients if 
contemporary medicine is to function 
within the definition of Muslim order, 
allowing technology and doctors to service 
patients sufficiently and still allow separa
tion of the family as required. This has 
been accomplished in the bed units while 
still retaining a variety of features: central 
nursing stations; access and privacy; out
side walls for toilets to avoid technical 
demands for hundreds of exhaust fans; 
access ramps to allow for emergency 
mobility between bed patients and surgery 
during electrical outages; and care in food 
and services distribution that provides for 
economy and consolidation on the one 
hand, and human participation on the 
other. 

The architectural characteristics of the 
Hospital, like the main University, allow 
for the use of the main accessways as 
sentry points, a formal physical event that 
has been a part of the Arabic compound 
for centuries. However, the University and 
the Hospital do not deliberately repeat 
traditional forms such as pointed arches, 
etc., to establish their place in the cultural 
continuum. The physical presence and 
scale of the pedestrian orientation are 
uniquely responsive to the Algerian Arabic 
culture and should foster a positive local 
response. 

Not since the Mughal Empire has a 
conscious geometric order been used in 
civic design on such a large scale. The 
University and the Hospital at Blida are 
equally large in size (300,000 square 
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metres each, with the Cite at 100,000 
square metres), yet the geometry, the 
scale, the variations in function and com
munity are related. While still remaining 
unique to each area, they are identifiable 
as a single whole. It is evident that it was 
not our intention to design the Blida 
complexes in an international or post
modem style for world-wide acceptance; 
rather, we sought contemporary images in 
the basic roots of the culture, as evidenced 
in form, materials, scale, humanity and 
geometry. 

Field Theory: 
Specific Uses in Algeria 

Field Theory geometry has been used in 
all Algerian projects to date, and shows 
the diversified uses of this aesthetic sys
tem. The geometric principles are best 
explained in a more simple project, the 
Cite Universitaire. This is a student hous
ing project brought down to the scale of 
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the two-person room around an informal 
coffee or tearoom. Prevailing cultural 
attitudes toward privacy, congregation and 
social activities, etc., are reflected in the 
varying sizes and uses of the buildings. 

The issues of climate, community and 
topography are all considered within the 
aesthetic as well as the social and eco
nomic programmes. The thoroughness 
with which this is done is reflected in the 
almost iconic character of the working 
drawings. The building programme main
tains the use of local materials and crafts, 
the utilization of untrained labour and the 
minimization of machines and mainte
nance. A sense of community is thus 
reflected in the various individual designs. 
No attempt has been made to develop a 
prototypical building; rather, we have tried 
to add a concept of living to a variety of 
building shapes and sizes which relate to 
the character of the land, to the content of 
the buildings and to the city or neigh
bourhood. The diagrammes show this 
evolution as process and as resolution. 

University of Blida, Algeria: housing for students. Diversity of residential types generated from the 
initial conceptual order of living programmes 

Diagramme: Skidmore, Owings and Merrill 

Note 

An exhibit of photographic material pertaining to 
the University of Blida was prepared for the Amman 
seminar At the completion of the conference it was 
presented at the local architectural school. 


