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The Architecture of the Individual House: 

Understanding the Models 

Hasan-Uddin Khan and Charles Moore 

The failure of mass-housing - the numbers game can only lead to disaster: a Mimar 
Cartoon by R L Miller. 



The Individual House 

In a conference on housing, any discussion of a single family 
house is generally regarded as an excursion, a pleasant but not 
very important side trip. But we hope to make you think 
otherwise. This presentation will alter the direction in which 
we have been going, away from housing to houses and not only 
to houses but the houses of the well-to-do: We shall be looking 
at these houses as models. For this session, we shall perhaps 
rather cruelly send off the barefoot architect to other regions 
and look at - dare I say it - design and joy in the 
architecture of houses. Here at last we can get away from the 
mundane to forget problem-solving and look at aspirations, 
manifested in that rather old-fashioned architectural phrase: 
"firmness, commodity and delight."l Although the conversa
tions to date have stressed the need for understanding the process 
of housing, of enabling and acting, our emphasis is going to be 
just the opposite - it is the product we shall extol- it is what 
exists that matters and not what is hoped will be realised - for 
the product makes all apparent and able to be interpreted. 

Not only will we be examining product but also one word 
used several times in this seminar - authenticity. For both in 
houses and housing, there seems to be a great concern about 
authenticity especially when dealing with the historic cities and 
that which we see as "our architectural heritage". 

The "top-down", or macro approach to housing by 
governments, deemed necessary to "solve" the housing 
"problem" has led to a quantitative approach to the issues, with 
governments saying "This year we will build so many thousand 
houses" . The numbers game can only lead to failure as 
demonstrated by the many examples we know. The more 
successful schemes do two things; they try a bottom-up 
approach by dissagregating the elements of housing as a process 
and they involve people, the end users, in the process. In short, 
they attempt an integrated approach. 

One such element in the dissagregation of the process is the 
actual dwelling unit itself. It has generally been accepted that a 
single family house, or a compound for an extended family is 
desirable but it is unachievable due to pressure of land, 
economics etc. especially in the rapidly increasing urban areas 
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Top and above' Housing as an extension 
of the human body the banga is a 
one-room dwelling decorated and lived
in by young boys on the Indian Ocean 
island of Mayotte Bangas are highly 
individual expressions of young men's 
tastes, desires, ideals and associations 
revealed through the images on the walls 
and the objects within - such as the 
telephone or electric fan that have no 
power supply. 
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of the Third World. Here we are going to make the case for the 
individual house or clusters of housing as the right way to look 
at the problem and perhaps by overstating and simplifYing the 
case somewhat, pose an alternative approach to the problem of 
housing large numbers of people. 

In the late twentieth century, single family houses seem 
possible for the very rich and the very poor (in bastees, lavelas 
and shanty towns on the urban fringe). Everyone else is 
expected to fit into slab blocks of three to six storeys and 
occasionally more, surrounded by open land. These slab blocks 
have appeared everywhere across the world, unstopped by the 
discomfort and the anonymity of life within them. 

Attendance at a few horror movies, such as the Body 
Snatchers, is enough to convince one that these housing blocks 
so remarkably similar across the world are placed amongst us 
by evil bureaucrats infiltrating from another planet! A drearier 
but perhaps more plausible explanation is that the anonymous 
slabs are so easy to draw, to site and to profilerate that we 
accept the anonymity of life in them and their desperate 
unsuitability to warm climates. 

But for most people in most traditional societies, the house 
has been an extension of the human body an outer layer of 
clothing, not altogether unlike that of other peoples' but 
capable of accommodating an extra amount of effort, of care, of 
ornament and of self-expression that lets its occupants inhabit 
it. In countries across the Third World, people with hardly any 
means at all construct shelters of their own rather than moving 
into the deadly anonymity of state-built housing blocks. 

In the developing countries, the houses of the poor are 
indeed indicators of what the city is like as some 80 per cent of 
our cities are made up of housing in the lower and lowest 
income sectors. On the other hand the houses of the rich have 
always been the major indicators of architectural change. 
Through them the aspirations, the reflections of self-image are 
made most apparent. They also act as models for others in a 
filtering down effect. 

Are indeed the houses of the rich and the poor incompatible 
models? At first sight they appear to be so but perhaps there 
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are many more similarities than we would give credence. At 
least when people are given a choice, they will build houses, not 
flats and will live in surprisingly similar ways albeit with very 
different space standards and materials. 

Seventeen years ago, Charles Moore took a class of 
architectural students to Europe as far as Istanbul to look at 
places - dwellings made by people who could have exactly 
what they wanted, expecting the students to return to the USA 
to rewrite the Minimum Property Standards of the American 
Federal Housing Authority. 2 The experiment did not work. 
Most of the students never did see the connection, and he 
decided not to push this analogy further. However, it seems 
increasingly clear that there is a connection between the 
dwellings in the history books and the glossy magazines, and 
the goals we formulate to try to imagine how housing might 
help people lead more attractive lives. 

Moore's experiments with the students is an interesting one. 
Could they have extrapolated from the rich the elements, 
desires and standards that could be translated into rewriting 
minimum standards? I fear he had not taken into account an 
important element when sending American students into a 
foreign culture - the jump was too much. It would be 
interesting to use the same device within one's own country 
and see what students come up with. Seeing the links between 
the rich and poor would be seeing housing, not only as a 
process but as a continuum of cultural expression. 

I am reminded here of a painting by Gauguin who asked 
"Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we 
going?" There he was asking a cultural question related to 
change in Tahiti which he questioned and expressed in his 
magnificent painting. 1 It is the same question we can ask 
through the architectural expression of the house. 

Charles Moore and I discussed this presentation in an 
attempt to illustrate the ideas by actual examples, to link not 
only the houses of choice (that is, houses for the rich) and the 
houses of necessity (that is, houses by the poor) but also learn from 
the modes that connect house design to city patterns - from 
house to neighbourhood. We spent time speculating about 
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Left: The traditional houses of Baghdad 
with their intricate plans and sectiom 
express the complex human relatiomhips 
within the dwelling. 
Source: Warren and Fethi, Traditional 
Houses in Baghdad. 
Below: The Lamu waterfront and town 
behind presents a rich variety within a 
framework that preserves the intimate 
scale. 
Source: Siravo and Pulver, Planning 
Lamu. 
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what could happen in the future to the house and the city if it 
were to run Out of energy for air conditioning. What does 
contemporary technology do to the perception of the home? 
What distortions to authentic values does the economy make 
- so dramatically illustrated in the 1960's and 1970's in the 
oil rich countries of the Middle East? What models are 
"exported" (to use the kindest phrase I can think of) to other 
cultures? How is the image for housing developed? For 
example; could the vernacular earth buildings, associated with 
rural dwellings and with the poor become fashionable if they 
became houses for the rich? It would appear so. Can one take 
the timeless technology of earth and transform it into being 
acceptable as "modern"? 

A somewhat eccentric experiment was conducted by the 
architect Nader Khalili in Mexico where he presented the idea 
of earth building for lunar bases to NASA and received a great 
deal of support! Imaginative solutions need leaps of perception. 
But in the end we decided to limit our presentation to 
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Tradition continued - in S01lU 

instances traditional elements such as 
crafts are used in contemporary houses 
both as an image and reflection of taste 
and to shou' an appreciation for the past 
and arts Such an example is the 
Benjelloun House of 1983 in Marakesh 
designed by William Willis. The rich 
display of traditional tile, wood and 
metal are brought together in a variety of 
tmys. 
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concentrating on the few points we have made and to 

describing models that would be apparent to both architects 
and clients alike. 

In his notes Moore says that when he last made a trip around 
the world with time to look at buildings, the two buildings, 
both houses, which were the highlight of the trip were an 
elegant house in Ahmedabad in India built using cow dung 
(and lived in sparingly by Gautum Sarabhai's family) and 
Isamu Noguchi's eighteenth century farmhouse in Takematsu, 
Japan. 4 This is not to argue that everyone has the artistic skills 
of the Sarabhais or of Noguchi, but the really accessible fabric 
of traditional houses give dimension to a place that a dwelling 
without memory simply cannot provide. 

Among the architectural qualities on the endangered list 
which may be best executed by way of houses are scale, variety, 
and the level of complexity that begets further complexity, 
which allows the inhabitants to take part in their world. Old 
houses in Baghdad carefully adapted to the climate and to their 
occupants have marvellously intricate plans that encourage 
exploring and sections just as rich, based on half-level 
increments. Cities in Islam, planned by the cooperation of 
neighbours maintain the kind of complexity and intimate scale 
that the wide boulevards of western intervention have 
threatened or maimed. In Lamu, the broad waterfront has the 
same kind of rich variety within a simple framework; that 
intimate scale that we find so hard to achieve in the late 
twentieth century. With this intimate scale comes a domestic 
monumentality which is rare in our countries. Houses in 
Lebanon with their courts and iwan are powerful examples as 
are the clustering of houses with other buildings in Zanzibar. 

The model that Charles Moore postulated was that of 
looking at the "traditional memory" of building in cities to see 
the possibility for high density building. He felt that this 
illustrated the aspirations of the poor and could give rise to 

useful models that could be applied to the growing cities. This 
is Moore's optimistic model. I refer to it as an optimistic model 
because it takes that which is positive in the design of a 
desirable dwelling and projects it to the needs of the city at 



Nail Cakirhan a poet and builder in 
T U1 key took the same approach /01 his 
olin house in Akyaka, Anatolia. The 
house UJon an Aga Khan Award in 
1983 
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large - the city of the poor. It is at the same time a pessimistic 
model which does not recognise the limitations of finance, 
know-how and space or vested interests in the process of 
housing. But in order not to be bogged down in the mundane 
and to have a vision for and of a possible future, the optimistic 
model is well worth examining. 

Within this wide lens through which to look at housing 
there are a number of ways in which we can filter our 
perceptions. I refer to the interpretation of traditional 
memories (whose traditions?) which have given rise to a 
number of house typologies. I have taken this idea to explore 
the main models that I perceive exist in the Third World. 
These could be considered generic house types through which 
the individual house is integrated into the tissue of the city, 
creating neighbourhoods. 

Today's models for individual houses stem from two main 
streams of conscious plucking of two cultures: the "modern" 
(international) and the "traditional" (vernacular). The modern 
is usually uncompromisingly western and speaks of advanced 
technologies, the good life and of McLuhan's shrinking global 
village. The second interprets tradition through one's own 
vernacular or through someone else's (Greek Mediterranean 
Villages, the Spanish Villa, etc) and brings them together in an 
often eclectic ensemble. This is even more true for the interior 
decoration which speaks of "identity" and the craft tradition, of 
place and timelessness but all within an essentially western 
plan layout of single-use rooms - the living rooms, the dining 
rooms, the bedrooms and so on. 

Occasionally the multi-purpose space is introduced (the 
family room) and sometimes attention is paid to 'special needs' 
like the need for privacy for women in Islam interpreted by 
segregating the house into sections. 

Whatever the inspiration and the model, the house becomes 
the individual's statement or a family statement - and often a 
woman's statement. The house gives rise to a number of factors 
that create the image of the family and then of society at large. 

What comes to mind as the overriding factor? Let me give a 
personal view which will lead to the subject of authenticity. 
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Above and right· Tradition interpreted 
- the thatch hut (from Botswana) is 
given a new lease of life as the house /or 
a European family at Lake Baringo, 
Kenya. Bill Meyerhofftrans/orms the 
circular plan into compartments /01 
modern-day living in a sensitive use of 
space and materials. 
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Ab01le and bei01II • 'Inventing'tradition 
- Hassan Fathy the Egyptian 
architect, champion o/indigenous 
architecture, interpreted traditional 
forms and brought them together to create 
a "neu' vernacular". Fathy has 
influenced a whole nezl' generation 0/ 
practitioners including the u'ol'k 0/ 
Abdel Wahid El-Wakil whose 
HalaUJa House won an Aga Khan 
Au'ard in 1980 
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The houses, perhaps we should call them homes, bring to 

mind one of America's greatest twentieth century symbols and 
I do not think you will guess the one I have in mind. Superman. 
Why Superman? You may recall that Superman, that 
embodiment of triumph of good over evil had like his 
predecessors a castle (a man's home is his castle). He had a 
retreat and he called this retreat The Fortress a/Solitude. We have 
discussed the concept of what makes home of the different house 
typologies - I feel that the common factor is that of retreat or 
solitude. I believe that this has become more so in this rapidly 
changing world. We need something to hold on to. It is the 
extension of the idea of security of tenure for the poor, brought 
into the realm of the American Dream; we are the master of all 
we survey, the home of the heart and the overriding image of 
the doll's house with its red roof and chimney with smoke. It is 
amazing just how many children will come up with this image 
when asked to draw their ideal house, regardless of which 
culture they come from. 5 
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This idea of home as sanctuary is taken up in another later 
super-heros' retreat: Batman has his Batcave, but this time he 
shares it with his companion Robin. Sharing the house with 
'family' extends the idea of home to include others while still 
excluding 'outsiders' from the inner sanctuary. This model is 
surprisingly similar to the fourteenth century Cairene houses, 
the eighteenth century Lamu dwellings with their off-street 
visitors nodes and the pendopo (pavilion) structures of Javanese 
tradition. Christopher Alexander and Serge Chermayef also 
illustrated these realms of penetration into the house from the 
public to semi-public to the private through their studies. 6 

Interpretations of space are of course not limited to the 
exterior but are expressed even more strongly in the interior in 
a personalised interpretation of cultural image in the choice of 
decoration and adornment - the house as a second skin. 

Here we enter into question of taste - the taste of mass 
culture, of the young and of today and not the world that we 
the middle-aged elite would like to believe. This touches upon 
what Mohammed Arkoun has referred to as popular and 
populist expressions. 7 

We will take two examples to illustrate this, one, 
architectural and the other not. Taking first the non
architectural from the world of fashion. There is high fashion, 
the taste makers, the Yves St Laurents, Christian Lacroixs and 
others of the fashion world and then there are the consumers of 
"ordinary" clothes. 

These have existed and this duality has existed through time 
both in the East and in the West. However, not so long ago the 
haute couture designers realised that they were missing out on a 
huge market and although their images filtered down they 
were not able to participate in the goodies (the money) from 
this market. So they created a link by manufacturing a 
mid-range of ready-to-wear clothing with designer labels -
their success is phenomenal and much imitated from Hong 
Kong to Spain. The Swatch-watch, that trendy Swiss invention 
takes the same approach. 

Taking this into the realm of architecture we refer to John 
Portman who set new standards for modern hotels when he 
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participated as an architect and developer in the Hyatt Regency 
in Atlanta with a 22-storey atrium. The architect changed his 
role from that of the gentleman designer to that of the 
developer. The architect till then had remained aloof from the 
process and gradually became a bi t player with the major roles 
taken over by accountants and lawyers. It is the process that is 
relatively new in Developing Countries (Shirin Ali Karonfiloglu 
described this with reference to Turkey) but it is one that has 
shaped urban America through developers such as the Rouse 
Company. I do not want here to enter into the role of the 
architect (the subject of the next session) but merely refer to it 
in that it touches cultural imagery and role-playing. 

Let us return to the Fortress of Solitude. The most amazing 
such strucrure was erected in Austin, Texas by President 
Lyndon Johnson during his own lifetime, a monument, a 
pyramid, as a personal mausoleum. I am not referring to the 
modern structure or even all the documents it contains but the 
mass of souvenirs, the honeymoon snaps, the non-stop series of 
films, the wax statues of his daughters, the almost full scale 
reproduction of the Oval Office, even the hat worn by Carol 
Channing in Hello Dolly! The Lyndon B Johnson Library is a 
true Fortress of Solitude, an example of narrative art, a wax 
museum, a cave of robots. It suggests that there is a constant in 
the average American imagination and taste, for which the past 
must be preserved and celebrated in full scale authentic copy, a 
philosophy of immortality as duplication. 

Is this the taste of America? Certainly not the taste of Frank 
Lloyd Wright or Mies Van de Rohe but perhaps closer to that 
of Robert Venturi and Charles Moore in his New Orleans 
Plaza. It is the America of a supra-reality which is not that of 
Pop Art, of Mickey Mouse or even Disneyland. It creates 
somehow a series of references and influences that finally spread 
into the products of high culture, communications, and the 
entertainment industry. 

Is it unfair to characterise the Bawa house or the Benjelloun 
house in this way - different though they are? Are those 
interpretations of the vernacular or the craft traditions 
authentic - are they real? Constructing building, using the 
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Above and below: Reinventing tradition 
- at first glance the houses by Geoffrey 
Bawa appear as though they have 
belonged to the landscape for centuries but 
a closer look reveals a masterly use of 
space and materials which is highly 
designed. Bawa's own house in 
Lunuganga near Colombo, Sri Lanka, 
an amalgam ofseveral stY1Jctures over 
time, is an example of his brilliance. 
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same materials the same colours, the same vocabularies as that 
of the "tradition" we referred to but with everything more 
sophisticated and polished means that the historical informa
tion, so absorbed assumes the aspect of a reincarnation. 

What relationships does this architectural expression have to 
the real thing - the vernacular born of the tradition of a 
hundred years? Or is this the real thing? Today's real thing - a 
leap of artistic genius? Here I would like to quote from an essay 
by Umberto Eco who said "To speak of things that one wants 
to connote as real, these things must seem real. The 
'completely real' becomes identified with the 'completely fake'. 
Absolute unreality is offered as real presence". 

The aim of this reinvented vernacular is to supply a "sign" 
that will be forgotten as such, the sign aims to be the thing, to 
abolish the distinction of reference, the mechanism of 
replacement. Not the image of the vernacular but its cast in 
plaster. Is this what Fathy did? Is this what the Benjelloun 
house and the Cakirhan house do? Is this what Bawa's 
marvellous Garden House does? Their buildings are convincing 
as improvements on the vernacular. Their philosophy is not 
that we are giving you the reproduction so that you will want 
the original, but rather we are giving you the enhanced 
reproduction so that you will forget the original. The 



Above. The Reinvented vernacular
the traditional Malay home is based 
upon an evolved system of construction 
based on rules, regulations and a u'ell 
understood construction module based on 
the human form. Sometimes these 
elements are reused to 'reinterpret' the 
vernacular as with the Walian House in 
Kuala Lumpur of 1985 by the architect 
Jimmy Lim. 
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Axonomett ic of structure 
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Kayu perabong 
2 Kasau jantan 
3 Kekud4 
4 Pengikak tiang 
5 T unjuk langit 
6 Nenaga 

Sulor bayung 
8 Penlup liang 
9 Tiang 

10 Penggulong 
11 Rasok 
12 Gelegar 
13 Balu asas 
14 Tangga had4pan 
15 Tangga belakang 
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reproduction has become an original and architecture has 
transformed the past. 

How then can these images of the house, these transforma
tions relate to the city? Have the Fortresses become "Towers of 
Silence"9 - in the apartment buildings of New York and 
Bombay? Has the image of the city, Charles Moore's nightmare 
of the building block become irreversible? Will Donald Trump 
triumph? Is Fritz Lang's prophetic film Metropolis becoming a 
reality? We have passed 1984 and although Huxley seemed 
almost right the human spirit has not quite succumbed. 10 

There is a sign that the information age will bring with it 
decentralisation and the large city will give way to smaller 
cities. Babar Mumtaz made the point that people will be able 
to work out of their own homes. Here again, I refer back to 
America and ask; do we in the Third World have to go through 
the same process, make the same mistakes or can we now 
grapple with the computer age and go straight into the 
twenty-first century having skipped the twentieth century? 
And within this construct the model of the house becomes an 
even more powerful image. It becomes a tool with which to 
shape the future. 



Left and right: Taking this one step 
further, the Turkish architect Sedad 
Eidem accepted the idea of the 
traditional sofa (central room) and the 
proportioned division of the wood frame 
structure to produce a totally 
contemporary Turkish house. The Suna 
Kirac House was built on the Eosphoms 
in Istanbul in 1965. 
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Plan type 11'ith an Ol'al central hall or oval sofafrom Turk El'i I, 
Istanbul, 1984 
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Sixty years ago cities seemed crowded and airless and Le 
Corbusier dreamed of skyscrapers in the parks. We have 
learned to do the skyscrapers but the parks have eluded us. We 
can keep trying to find the parks, where the dust is flying 
around stunted slabs, in the mass housing schemes, in the 
informal sector settlements. Or we can dig into the traditional 
memory and look again at houses on the ground - in Asia, in 
Africa and elsewhere where there are densely populated cities to 
try and find in our new programmes the initimate scale, the 
variety and the complexity, the qualities of the single family 
house that will give a chance for the inhabitants of mass 
housing truly to inhabit their dwellings. 

Footnotes 

The phrase was first used by the Roman architect and theoretician 
Marcus Vitruvius Pollio who discussed architecture in the 1st century 
BC (46-30 BC) in his treatise: "Ten Books on Architecture". 

2 The Minimum Property Standards of the Federal Housing Authority of 
the USA are meant to describe minimums. In an inflationary era they 
end up describing maximums as well. 

3 Gauguin's painting of 1897 (in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston) is a 
monumental and mythic work designed to embody a total philosophy of 
life and civilisation 

4 The Sarabhai family of India, textile scions, are famous patrons of 
architecture A house by Le Corbusier sits in their family compound. 
The artist Noguchi (who died in December 1988) owned a simple 
eighteenth century farmhouse, furnished with his lamps and sculpture. 

5 The cultural anthropologist Hildred Geertz reinforced this view through 
her work with children in Java, Indonesia and North Mrica in a paper 
presented at the Aga Khan Award for Architecture seminar 
"Architecture as Symbol and Self-Identity" held in Fez, October 1979 

6 Christopher Alexander, Serge Chermayef et aI, in their book Community 
and Privacy study such models to understand patterns of development 
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7 Mohammed Arkoun, the Algerian born Professor of Islamic Thought at 
the Sorbonne, Paris, has in the past decade been writing about Islam 
facing modernity and its cultural expression In his work Arkoun 
examines issues of authenticity, thinking and political action by the elite 
and the mass culture In trying to understand meaning in action and 
expression Arkoun differentiates between popular (from the people 
themselves) and populist (gestures for/to the people) His interpretation 
of cultural expressions could be extended to ideas of taste and hence could 
assist in defining real needs for housing particular groups of individuals 

8 Umberto Ecco in his essay "Travels in Hyper Reality" 1975. 

9 The "Towers of Silence" are structures in which Parsees (Zorastrians) 
place their dead to be cleansed by vultures before the bones are cremated 
Perhaps the image is unfair in the realm of mass-housing but we think 
that it makes the point 

10 Both Fritz Lang's legendary futuristic masterpiece made in 1926 and set 
in the year 2026, and George Orwell's great dystopia 1984 basically are 
concerned with whether truth exists or whether it is arbitrarily invented 
by a power system within which individuals fight to retain the 
possibility of plurality in life Orwell was rather pessimistic about the 

matter whereas in Metropolis the confrontation ends on a much more 
optimistic note 

Note: This paper is an elaboration of a joint discussion by the authors, and 
was presented on their behalf by Hasan-Uddin Khan to the seminar 
in Zanzibar. 
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