
Architecture in a Warm Climate 

Architecture covers a wide spectrum of 
physical conditions, varying all the way 
from a closed 'box' at one end of the scale 
to open-to-sky space at the other. In be
tween these two extremes, lies a consider
able range of choices . 

Unfortunately, due to the rigours of the 
weather, in a cold climate these options are 
often sharply curtailed. In fact, in a Miesian 
skyscraper, one is down to the simplistic 
dualism of the two extremes: a 'box', set in 
a sea of open space. One is either inside the 
'box', or one is outside it. The transition 
from one condition to the other is through a 
hard, clearly defined, boundary: the front 
door. 

Compare this experience to the com
plex, pluralistic conditions which are gener
ated by built-form in a warm climate. 
Between the closed box and open-to-sky 
space lies a continuum of zones, with 
varying degrees of protection. One steps 
out of the 'box' to fmd oneself ... in a 
verandah, from which one moves into a 
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courtyard, and then under a tree, and 
beyond onto a terrace covered by a bamboo 
pergola, and then perhaps back into a room 
and out onto a balcony ... and so forth. The 
boundary lines bet'Neen these various zones 
are not formal and sharply demarcated, but 
easy and amorphous. Subtle modulations of 
light, of the quality of ambient air, registers 
each transition on our senses. 

Because of these everyday experiences, 
people in tropical countries have developed 
a totally different attitude to built-form. 
Thus while the symbol for education in 
North America is the' little red school 
house, in India - as in most of Asia - it is 
a guru sitting under a tree. Not only is this 
image of the Lord Buddha and the peepul 
tree more metaphysical, more evocative of 
enlightment, it is also - from the point of 
view of his physical comfort and that of his 
listeners - far more sensible than sitting 
inside a stuffy old 'box'. So these variations 
of open spaces (verandahs, pergolas, etc.) 
are not just cheap ad-lib substitutions for 
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solidly-built construction. On the contrary; 
at certain times of the day, and at certain 
times of the year, they provide the pleasan
test environment for our activities. 

To sit in the verandah of a bungalow, or 
on a seashore at sunset, or to cross a desert 
and arrive at a house built around a cour
tyard, is a human experience beyond mere 
photogenic pattern-making. At these mo
ments, responses are triggered in our 
minds, responses conditioned by thousands 
of generations of life on this planet. Perhaps 
it is the half-memory of a primordial land
scape, or of a lost paradise; but whatever it 
is, such moments are of crucial importance 
to architecture. To help us return to a better 
understanding - and use - of these phe
nomena, here are some more issues we 
might consider: 

Pimll'e above: Jami Masjid lIlosque ill Delhi (Jlldia), 
comprised vast opell-to-sky spaces we/osed to va/l'illg 
d~grees 10 accommodate rirual activities. Photogmph: 
B. TayiM. 



Symbolism and Ritual. Almost all 
religious institutions in the East 
have developed ingenious varia
tions of open-to-sky space for the 
faithful. So while the cathedrals of 
Europe are essentially variations . 

~~~~ of the closed 'box' model, the 
great Friday mosques in Delhi and Lahore 
are nearer the other end of the spectrum: 
they consist of large areas of open space 
surrounded by just enough built-form to 
make one feel one is "inside" a piece of 
architecture. Indeed, they exercise a rare 
finesse. 

Or then again, take the monumental 
Hindu temples of south India - at Madur
ai, Trivandrum, Tanjore, etc. These are 
experienced not just as gopurams and 
shrines, but as a pedestrian path (a pilgrim
age!) through the great spaces that lie be
tween. In fact, tlus processional movement 
is of the utmost religious and symbolic 
significance. It is found in all the warm 
climates of the world, from the sun temples 
of Mexico, (which consist of pyranuds, and 
- more importantly - of the sacred open 
spaces they define), to the temples of Bali 
(with their ritualistic pathways up the hill
side, through the knife-edged doorways); it 
even, via Buddhism, is fow1d in the shrines 
at Nikko in Japan. 

Today, unfortunately we have forgotten 
the profoundly emotional symbolism of 
such processional movement. Overly influ
enced by the architects of the West, we have 
been caught in the intracies of their game: 
viz. the 'box' and those signs/symbols 
which can be commwucated (i.e. tattooed 
on) through surface-pattenling. Thus a 
great deal of attention is paid to the facade of . 
an Italian church, but hardly any to the 
symbolic inter-relationship of the spaces 
which lie bellind that facade, and certainly 
none to the deep symbolism inherent in the 
spatial interaction of the courtyard and the 
cloister that surrounds it. 
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Left: Close-up of the famous 'house of the winds' at 
Fathepur Sikri (India), where no walls exist, only 
columns and horizontal planes. Photograph: C. 
Correa. 
Below: Ceremonial space of the Besakih Temple in 
Bali (Indonesia). Photograph: H. U. Khan. 
Bottom: Gopurams and temple complex of the 
Meenakshi Temple in Madusai (India) where proces
sional movement is spatially organised by a wealth of 
architectural determinants. 



C limate. People in warm 
countries have for centur
ies been producing what 
today is fashionably called 
energy-passive houses. In 
villages and palaces, they 

iiiiiiiiiiii~~~~ made wonderful variations 
of the physical conditions (from closed 
'box' to open-to-sky space) we have been 
discussing here. Depending on the climate, 
they used these various spaces at different 
times of the day, and at different seasons of 
the year. For instance, the Moghul emper
ors in the Red Fort at Agra during the 
summer days used the rooms along the 
lower levels of the courtyard (thus taking 
advantage of the cold ovemight air); in the 
evening they came out to promenade 
among the elegant pavilions in their terrace 
gardens. During the winter, they reversed 
this pattem. 

Adapting in this quasi-nomadic manner 
to different kinds of built-form was a com
mon practice even in the U.S., where as 
recently as the 1950's, families still used their 
porches in summer. The mechanical en
gmeers (with the connivance of the 
architects) changed all that. By 1960, every
one had withdrawn into their aircondi
tioned boxes. Somewhere in the process, 
architecture - and the issues it addressed
had become sadly diminished. 

In contrast, consider the Pavilion of Ali 
Qapu, facing the great meydan in Isfahan. 
An enormous roof hovers over the entr
ance, creating not only shade and protec
tion, but a great evocative gesture towards 
the city. No wonder Le Corbusier, that 
frozen Swiss, came to life only when he saw 
the Mediterranean, and later Brazil. The 
'machine for living'! Yes, and always the 
great sculptural decisions (the overhangs, 
the double heights), were placed facing the 
elements - i.e. at the business end of the 
habitat, (e.g. the Esprit Nouveau pavilion, 
the various Unites, the Shodan house in 
Ahmedabad, etc.), As Le Corbusier's influ
ence permeated into the colder climates, 
these heroic gestures had to withdraw into 
defensible spaces, into the interior regions of 
the building. In this retreat, they lost much 
of their rationale: they began to appear 
rather willful and arbitary. In fact, the 
bigger they got, the more willful they 
seemed - till finally one has the wild 
extravaganza of a Hyatt Regency. In those 
lobbies, despite the spatial pyrotechnics, the 
ambience is essentially non-human, artifi
cial, dead. And for a very simple reason: it 
has no access, no relationship, to the kind of 
open-to-sky spaces which could quicken it 
to life. Even the superb architecture of the 
Ford Foundation building in New York 
suffers from this syndrome, for at the centre 
of this masterpiece beats an artificial heart: a 
hot-house, electrically-illuminated, "garden". 

The precise contrary is true of the 
Alhambra; here a structurally-decadent, 

rococo building generates one of the pro
foundest experiences of all time. Why? 
Because the basic concept of the Alhambra 
is axially-placed courtyards, inlaid with 
fountains and water channels, under an 
open sky, which evokes a fundamental 
response in the deep structure of our minds. H OUSing. This is an area of 

the gravest concern to 
most of the developing 
world. All over Asia, 
Africa and South Amer
ica, migrants are pouring 

iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii: into cities - with the 
result that every day, more and more fami
lies are fbrced to live on pavements. Given 
the chronic shortage of basic building mate
rials, and the miniscule per capita income 
of most of these societies, can anything 
really be done to relieve this situation? 

It is here indeed that an w1derstanding of 
the role of open-to-sky space can indeed be 
of decisive importance, not only for hous-
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Top: Ali Qapu pavilion, Isphahall (Iran). Audience 
hall built by Shah Abbas I portrays a building with 
elevated porch destined Jor outdoor preserltatioll on the 
Jacade facing the lI1aydan (enclosed plaza). The 
pavilion opened 011 the opposite site onto private royal 
gardells. Photograph: S. Niroumand. 
Above: Pergola and semi-open patio spaces in housing 
by Le CO/·busier at Pessac (Ileal' Bordeaux) Frmlce, 
1925. Other house-types ill the same group had 
double-height covel'ed ten'aces like the Esprit Nouveau 
pavilion, or exterior stairways to second or third:floor 
rooJ gardms. Photograph: B. Taylor. 

ing, but for the very survival of these cities. 
Unfortunately, this understanding is not 
forthcoming. On the contrary, most 
bureaucrats and politicians perceive a prog
ramme of public housing as nothing more 
than the construction of a series of 'boxes', 
one per family. They do not realise that 
providing housing involves much more 
than just building houses. The room, (the 
cell) is only one in a whole system of spaces 
which a family needs. This system is usual-
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Spatial hierarchy of open-to-sky spaces. Drawing: C. Correa. 

ly hierarchical, starting with the private fami
ly zone and moving on to the doorstep 
(where you greet your neighbour), thence 
to the water tap or village well (the com
munity meeting place), and finally to the 
great meydan (the principle focus of the 
city). 

An important characteristic of the sys
tem is that each element consists of a mix of 
built-form and open-to-sky space, in a ba
lance which varies with the cultural and 
economic context of the society concerned. 

To identify this spatial hierarchy and to 
understand the delicate nature of these ba
lances is the first step towards providing 
economical housing. Without this, one is in 
grave danger of formulating the wrong 
questions. This is why so many attempts at 
low-income housing perceive it merely as a 
problem of trying to pile up as many 
dwelling units (as many boxes) as possible 
on a given site, without any concern for the 
other spaces involved in the system. Result: 
the desperate effort of the poor trying to live 
in a context totally unrelated to their needs. 

These issues get even more crucial when 
one examines the dwelling units them
selves. For in a warm climate, many of a 
family's essential functions (like cooking, or 
sleeping, or entertaining friends, etc.) do 

Left: Drain pipes in Bombay (India) shelten'ng social 
activities from the elements. Photograph: Joseph St. 
Anne. 
Below: Casbah in the M'Zab, Algeria, showing ten'ace 
houses archetypal of open-to-sky space. Photograph: 
Samir Abdul/ac. 
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not need to take place within the four walls 
of a 'box', but can occur in verandahs, and 
courtyards. For Indian conditions, where 
such spaces are usable for more than 9 
months of a year, we estimate that these 
spaces have a usability coefficient of about 
60% of a room. Now a room has a 
production cost (bricks, cement, steel, etc.), 
and so does a courtyard (additional land, 
roads, services, etc.). Depending on the cost 
of these variables, the point of optimal 
trade-off can be determined, and the most 
economical pattern of housing perceived. 

In the vast majority of cases this proves 
to be exactly what people have been build
ing for themselves all these years, a habitat 
which makes inventive use of terraces, 
verandahs, courtyards, etc; a habitat which 
achieves high densities without sacrificing 
the benefits of open-to-sky living areas (e.g. 
the casbahs of North Africa); a habitat 
which understands intuitively the cardinal 
principle: in a warm climate, open-to-sky 
space like cement or steel, is a fundamental 
resource for us in design. 
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SHARAT BHAVAN BHOPAL - C. M.CORREA ARCHITECT 

Top: Elevation sketch. Bharat Bhavan, Bhopal (In
dia). This building, to accommodate a pennanent 
collection of Indian art,jolk art, poetry library, theatre 
and workshops reflects a pre-eminent desire to employ 
open-to-sky space as a fundamental resource. 
Above: Entrance QI'ea to Bharat Bhavan, the experi
ence of which is casual and delightful dispersed as it is 
aloflg the shore of a lake. Spaces both indoor and 
outdoor provide rich variations of natural lightirlg for 
the sculptures. 
Left: Detail of completed museum showing the open
to-sky 'spine' around which spaces are articulated. 
Drawings and photograph: C. Con·ea. 


