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Architecture is one of man's highest achievements, 
reflecting the culture of the times. Regional qualities 
are present but interestingly enough regionalism itself 
is seldom a prime determinant in architecture Formal 
ideas are a much more important thing Formal ideas 
incubate over long periods of time, sometimes cen
turies, bloom, speak for an age, often a very short
lived blooming period and are modified by the then 
known world, taking on their regional characteristics. 
Often regional characteristics contribute to a certain 
dilution of the formal ideas and in that sense you can 
say that regionalism has a negative side There are 
people who would disagree with that. 

Sometimes regionalism enriches and embellishes the 
formal idea but not always. For instance Gothic 
architecture which was essentially formulated in 
Western Europe, in France and England spread to the 
South where it was modified to such an extent that it 
became almost decorative in Milan Cathedral It lost 
its potentiality too in Seville Cathedral which I saw a 
few months ago for the first time. It's the largest 
Gothic church in the world and it's absolutely fasci
nating because it shows clearly the influence of the 
Great Mosque of Cordova, which of course is a 
continuous forest of columns. The essence of a Gothic 
cathedral is that the space flows at a very rapid pace 
down the central aisle to the intersection of the tran
septs and there is a real hierarchy of space That is not 
really true in the Seville Cathedral, because it was very 
much influenced by other things. 

This is a blending of streams and I use it as an 
example, to show that the formal idea with which a 
great period of architecture starts is sometimes dilut
ed, perhaps only to take offin a new, more promising 
direction. The energy of the intersecting axes at the 
Seville Cathedral has, however, almost completely 
disappeared. It is a fascinating thing 

There are limits to regionalism. It is often limited by 
the industrialisation of structure We cannot get 
around the idea that the industrial revolution, at least 
in the West, is still very much with us. The ease in 
travel and communication is a limit to regionalism. 

The rising cost of traditional material and skilled 
labour is another limit in the West. I have to empha
sise that I am speaking as a Westerner of course where 
the proliferation of legal requirements, specially fire
proof construction makes the whole simple business 
not so simple at all. Going from wood, which the 
villages of the world are built of, to fireproof construc
tion is a huge architectural problem and it is very 
seldom solved in an eloquent way. The influence of the 
architectural press, the worship of fashion, and our 
desire to conform and belong, people have always 
wanted to conform and belong, it's not new to the 
20th century at all, it's the human instinct and I would 
be the first one to applaud, but it is still a deterrent to 
true regionalism In the West, one has the abstract 
qualities inherent in the 20th century concept of space 
You can say, well, why don't you do away with inhe
rent concepts of space in the 20th century. I would say 
that that is quite impossible, that art is very much a 
part of architecture and you can never get away from 
that point 

On the other hand contributing factors to regionalism 
are as follows: the use of material, the architectural 
form and so forth. Certainly the wood villages of the 
world are truly unique. Maybe this is a romantic thing 
but I am fascinated, as everyone is, by the rural 
villages of Bangladesh There is the spatial aspect of 
individual units being very close together, and built on 
higher land with the surroundings covered with fields 
under cultivation and sometimes with water. These 
islands in space give a unity to the land and a meaning 
to the land which I find truly poetic. 

One understands that quite often there is no way of 
getting easily to such villages and that the plumbing 
is non-existent, and so this is purely a romantic 
notion. One would hope, however, that the social 
structure which produced that truly unique kind of a 
village, is not wiped out. Then it brings up many other 
questions about the efficiency of mechanical systems 
of all kinds, in maintaining these isolated villages as 
they are 
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Of course the traditional use of brick in Bangladesh 
which is most clearly shown in your mosque, in reli
gious architecture, is truthful and it is a beautiful 
thing. One thinks that because of the fireproof quality 
of it that it has great potential for you. It is also 
fascinating, for me that brick is used for infilling walls, 
because of the inferior quality of the bricks and the 
economics of the matter augmented by the structural 
frame of concrete. That gives a whole different 
aesthetic, if not a whole different way of building, 
which is not really in the tradition of this area I am 
not saying that it is right or wrong - I am saying that 
the introduction of the steel frame or the concrete 
frame into architecture has a profound influence on 
how it looks. Of course that is true all over the world. 
The Georgian buildings - what would they be with
out brick and limestone? Or Italian buildings in 
Tuscany without stone, or the Greek island of 
Mycenos without whitewashed masonry. 

On concrete and steel in the 20th century; usually you 
do not think of a frame having regional qualities, al
though that is not altogether true. There are certain 
places in the world where the steel frame is very 
economic and because of its size and the method of 
detailing the connections it takes on certain regional 
aspects, as opposed to the more ubiquitous concrete 
frame which is used all over the world. The versatility 
of the concrete frame plus its plasticity plus its 
relationship to the forming material as well as the con
crete itself gives it fantastic possibilities. 

I would like to say in passing that the great innovators 
of twentieth century architecture, Frank Lloyd 
Wright, Mies, Corbusier and so on, were, with the 
exception of Mies very much influenced by the site 
and by the environment, by regionalism. Wright's 
houses, for instance in Arizona or the southern 
California coast are very different from his houses in 
Wisconsin, both in terms of material and form. The 
work of Le Corbusier, shows somewhat less regional 
characteristics, but nevertheless it shows them. Mies 
was by and large content to show no regional charac
teristics and if it be a cold or a hot climate simply 
added the layers of glass where necessary. 

It is often said air-conditioning is an enemy of 
regionalism, that it negates considerations of the 
climate, but nothing could be further from the truth. 
Orientation, shade, the changing directions of wind, 
humidity considerations can be as important for 
conditioning the air as naturally controlled space. 
The concept of controlled air with its impact on the 
use of energy in relationship to regionalism remains 
a rich theme for architectural exploration. 

I come next to the idea of cities and their regional 
characteristics. Urbanism is the weakest part of 20th 
century architecture. Hong Kong is like New York for 
very good reasons Traditionally the form of cities 
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varied with the site, climate and traditional needs. The 
automobile has changed all of that forever. There is 
no such thing as a regional automobile. Much more 
important, there is no such thing as a regional con
figuration for what an automobile will do. Its turning 
radiuses and what it can and cannot -do in terms of 
speed, stopping and starting, all of this is a universal 
thing. Cars and highways do not seem to be subject 
to regional considerations at all. The demands of the 
geometry of the automobile are immutable. One 
quarter of the space of Manhattan Island, which is 
one of the most densely popUlated areas in the world, 
is devoted to the automobile. I would love to know the 
figure for Dhaka. I tried to find that out and I don't 
know but it must be considerably higher. My point is 
that if you are really interested in a city which shows 
regional characteristics it will probably not come in 
any way through circulation patterns in that city. It 
may come through the idea of what happens when 
you park the car, get out and you go into the building 
This is a little element which the world over people do 
not know how to handle namely the transition 
between the two. 

I come now to another question with regard to cities 
and regionalism and that has to do with size. It is no 
news that in the 20th century everything becomes 
bigger and bigger and bigger What may be a some
what different idea is that the city, because of its size, 
the sheer dimensions, the sheer bulk, has needs and 
rules which are very different from what they have 
ever been before. An ant really is a different design 
from an elephant and we as architects have just begun 
to understand this. Until we truly understand that we 
are dealing with something which man has never dealt 
with before, we will get nowhere. I submit the thesis 
that the weakest thing about 20th century architects' 
efforts is that we simply do not have a very clear idea 
about how to go about designing cities and that is a 
problem partly based on size, partly based on 
automobiles. 

Regionalism is often called into service for political or 
religious purposes and there's nothing wrong with 
that. Architecture is used for these purposes and many 
others, all of which is acceptable. 

Religious architecture, which has contributed so 
much to the world has fallen on rather hard times in 
the 20th century. There are certainly notable excep
tions. The history of architecture could be written in 
terms of religious architecture but certainly not in the 
20th century. I deplore that, but I think that it is a true 
statement. 

In conclusion, the timing of your conference is excel
lent. The architectural community is about to 
undergo in the United States and in the western world 
generally yet another change We change very quickly 
and I don't know quite why that is but it is true The 



ideal for some in the western world is pluralism but 
pluralism celebrating the fantastic variety of the 
human spirit, not the sentimentality of eclecticism. 
Usually people in the United States will define plural
ism as eclecticism, which I define that as sheer 
sentimentality, at least at this point. 

An admirable goal is the fusion of the great architec
tural models of the 20th century with a true 
regionalism based on solutions to human problems, 
not something which is superimposed from the 
outside. 

If Southern Asia could demonstrate to the world a 
new humanity devoted to the variety of the human 
experience the world would be grateful to you and I 
agree that it could very well come about through the 
evolution of a regional architecture In other words, 
we need you 
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