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TRANSFORMATIONS 

Third Wodd Architects Practising Abroad 

A great deal has been written and 
said about the 'trials and tribula
tions' of Western architects and 

designers trying to exercise their profes
sional skills in Asian and African cultures. 
During the building boom in the Middle 
East in the 1970s for example, Western 
journals gave ample coverage to such 
problems. Very little has been written, 
on the other hand, conceming the chal
lenges, and the limits, for Third-World 
designers practising in the West - or 
even in non-Western cultural contexts 
other than half their own. 

Initially, our search for examples of 
Third World expatriates who build in the 
First World led us to formulate two cate
gories: those who take up permanent re
sidence in another country (for personal 
or political reasons), and those who have 
simply been commissioned to do jobs in 
other cultural contexts. In the first case, 
immigrating permanently and exercising 
one's profession entails situations and 
issues that mayor may not be faced by 
those who retain their original home base 
of operations and simply accept work 
abroad. 

The 'ideal' type of expatriate architect 
from the developing world whom we 
thought it would be worthwhile investi
gating is one who had built in his or her 
native country prior to emigrating and 
who had then made a second career in an 
alien, 'adopted' culture. In such circum
stances one could begin to search for the 
cultural links, or bridges, between two 
different contexts. In analysing the built 
work, one could uncover continuities or 
inconsistencies as a result of transplanta
tion, and perhaps even disclose the 
sources for these. As our initial research 
tumed up rather few designers whose 
careers fitted our model, the parameters 
were extended to include those who de
signed for unfamiliar cultures only on 
occasion. 

Many barriers have to be overcome in 
order for foreign professionals from a 
variety of fields to be allowed to practise 
in Europe and North America. There is a 

kind of protectionism which exists, and 
not all of which can be justified on econo
mic grounds or in terms of maintaining 
acceptable norms. Apart from the of ten
raised obstacle of one's nationality, legal 
and administrative regulations often 
make it difficult to obtain the right to 
practise. Language skills are required, 
especially if professional examinations 
form a part of the integration process. 
Within the same realm of social factors as 
language is the inherent structure of a 
society, which mayor may not be re
latively easy for a foreigner to penetrate 
and become a part of An architect's abil
ity to attract clients, both private and 
public, depends to a considerable extent 
upon his connections within a given soci
ety; for an immigre, these may be long in 
developing. In some instances, marriage 
with a local national facilitates the eli
mination of some of these barriers. As 
crucial as these various socio-economic, 
political and administrative factors may 
be for acquiring the right to practise and 
for becoming successful professionally, it 
is not our intention to go into each one in 
detail here; this would relate more to how 
the transplantation takes place tech
nically-speaking. 

What is of special interest are the 
cultural values which each designer 
brings with him or her when they reside 
and work in the West, or in foreign 
societies. Are there specific aspects of an 
architect's native culture related to reli
gion, to systems of symbolic expression, 
to ways of living, to climate, and so forth 
which can be seen to inform his produc
tion in an entirely different context? Or, 
in the case of our second category of 
architects, those who design what we 
might call buildings representative of 
their own national culture in foreign con
texts (for example, an embassy), can they 
intelligibly convey some of their own 
traditions through the building? By 
asking such questions, we are in a sense 
assuming the opposite position from that 
defended by Mr. Romi Khosla (see Pro
file in MIMAR 30, December 1988); an 
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Nader Khalili: Experimental structure in Califor
nia, U.S.A. 

architect does not (cannot) totally suppress 
his 'ego' and create a new vocabulary 
with each new job. 

Threads of continuity emerged in 
both the built work and in the theories of 
architects practising abroad or in their 
adoptive country - in some very unique 
and unexpected ways illustrated here. For 
example, who could have imagined that 
Nader Khalili's research and experi
mentation in Iran into fired earth con
struction would one day lead him into 
scientific collaboration with the NASA 
(the U.S. National Aeronautical and 
Space Administration) for lunar shelters? 
His years of travel to see and to docu
ment earth construction techniques in 
order to propose efficient, low-cost shel
ter for Third World societies is now pro
ving useful to one of the most sophisti
cated, high-tech organisations in the 
world. But in addition, Professor Khalili 
has continued to live, teach, and build in 
a region of the USA with similar climate 
and resources for adobe construction to 
that of his native Iran. Author of two 
books in English Racing Alone (1983) and 



Ceramic Houses (1986), Khalili has had 
regular and sustained contact with West
ern values, intellectual methods and pro
fessional activities even before he chose to 
move operations to America; a portion of 
his education took place in the West and 
hence facilitated his change of residence. 

A second case in point, that of 
architect Ahmet Giilgonen (see Profile, 
MIMAR 5) , comes closest perhaps to the 
hypothetical model of an expatriate pro
fessional having been successful in two 
successive careers (one in Turkey before 
1972, and one in France ever since then), 
with the added dimension that he is now 
also retuming to build again in Istanbul. 
Having graduated from Middle East 
Technical University and the University 
of Pennsylvania Masters' course taught 
by Louis Kahn, Giilgonen returned to 
build and to teach in Turkey. He moved 
to France in 1972 and has developed a 
successful practice, particularly in the field 
of housing, where he deals with users as 
well as municipal and other governmen
tal clients. Giilgonen has consistently par
ticipated in (or been invited to) competi
tions on a national level (such as the Cen
tre Pompidou or more recently a rock 
concert hall in Paris) or international one 
(the library for Alexandria, Egypt). 
While a number of architects could be 
cited who have taken up residence in a 
foreign country and opened an office 
there (for example, El Wakil and Makiya 
in London), many of these continue to 
build only within their original cultural 
milieu and not in their host culture; the 
reasons for this second base of operations 
may be political or economic - such as 
readily available and competent man
power and technology. In Giilgonen's 
case nearly all of his major work for over 
10 years, especially public commissions, 
has come from within France. 

Gulgonen believes that in addition to 
the influence which one's own cultural 
background may have upon a design, 
there is a key tool that will ensure the 
architect's capacity to adapt to unfamiliar 
cultural requirements, namely an ability 

Ahmet Gu/gonen: Low-cost housing in TouYcoing, 
France. 

'to penetrate the social dimensions' of a 
project and to incorporate these. Study
ing housing typologies, as he did both in 
Turkey and later in France provided a 
methodological approach, the data of 
which became enriched by direct discus
sion with future users. Moreover, if one 
then analyses Giilgonen's work over 
time, whether in Turkey or in France, 
from the points of view of space, form, 
or treatment of materials, one senses a 
pervasive coherence and consistency in 
his architectural language. 

A third example of cultural dislocation 
of an architect is Nadim Karam, born in 
West Africa of Lebanese parents who 
then returned to Lebanon. Once again, it 
would be hard to claim that his story is 
typical, but it might be seen by some as 
representative of a generation of young ex
patriate designers. After finishing his 
architectural studies in the midst of civil 
war at the American University in 
Beirut, Karam obtained a Monbusho Fel
lowship to do research into "the spatial 
aspect of modem architecture" in Japan. 
He was able to penetrate the culture by 
plunging simultaneously into learning the 
language and studying with Japanese 
architect Hiroshi Hara, who runs a 
laboratory of the University of Tokyo. 
Some three years later, Karam wrote a 
thesis (in English) Towards Understanding 
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the Japanese Space, in which he describes 
his intellectual itinerary: 

"The first months I was looking around, 
stepping on the wrong stones if the right 
path. Looking at the physical body oJmod
ern Japanese architecture, the understanding 
oJspace was lyingJar behind in the mystical 
heart if the traditional culture. Afler becom
ingJamiliar with Hara laboratory and with 
the works oj my professor Hiroshi Hara, 
the hidden reality behind the Japanese space 
began to appear and by then mature into my 
mind. This space, as we will see, is deeply 
mel;ged with the wide ocean if the eastern 
philosophies, and, Jor a Western-educated 
pason, it is simply impossible to study 
directly the Japanese traditional culture and 
its spatial implications without a general 
understanding oj the Eastern philosophies, 
summed up into the Buddhist logic oj 'Ara
zu-Arazu' which gave way to different 
Japanese spatial concepts. Going in this 
direction, I hope that I am finally stepping 
on the right stones." 
Karam's participation in cultural life in 

Japan has not been limited to the field of 
architecture; in fact, he has been active 
creatively in the sister arts of painting, 
sculpture, collage, and even theatre, pro
ducing multi-media "events" that are a 
direct outgrowth oflus theoretical reflec
tion. An exhibition/performance (some
tlLing resembling a "happening" in the 
1960s in the U.S.) conceived by Karam 
took place in the Spiral Gallery designed 
by Fumil1iko Maki in 1987, and entitled 
"Celebration of Life: the Funeral" (see 
below). Working through images, tex
tures, forms, and with performers as well 
as the written word, the author related a 
story of a creature's attempts to escape its 
captors, struggling against death and 
funeral, its rebirth and culminates with a 
section called "Celebration of Life". In an 
accompanying brochure for the exhibi
tion/performance, he wrote: 

"Who am I, Human Being?" 

Might this question always be asked, 
Shall the human being always develop, 
Might this question cease to be asked, 
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Shall the human beingfind eternal peace, or 
Shall the human race vanish Jorever. 

I am not yet clear about the question oj 
where, why and how I happen to be on this 
earth! 
I am trying my best. 
To get Jamiliar with the 'human' in us, we 
should be free in our heart and flexible with 
our body. We should go through all the 
steps cif life in order to understand the steps 
that lead to life. 

There are as many types oj human beings 
as there are human beings. Yet, in essence, 
we have the same basic constituents. 
In other words, we are just different parts cif 
that same living entity - oj that one ess
ence. 
What joins us together is our consciousness. 
This consciousness, "whatever you 

feel like after you have seen my works", 
Karam has called micropluralism. It is 
apparently rooted in his study of the con
cept of Arazu-Arazu in traditional 
Japanese space and means "nothing can 
be defmed" or "boundlessness." Signifi
cantly, Karam employs juxtaposition of 
heterogenous artforms and media to give 
expression to micropluralism, the notion 
that there is more than one reality and 
that these are constantly flowing into one 
another. 

The case of Nadim Karam no doubt 
represents an extreme position for some 
people, a thirty-year-old architect from 

Nadim Karam: Exhibition in Tokyo, Japan. 

war-tom Lebanon in search of a philoso
phy, or theory, of architecture among the 
Japanese, whose own culture is fraught 
with strong (sometimes violent) contrasts 
between the traditional and the modem. 
Immersing himself deeply in Japanese 
culture, Karam is emblematic of a per
sonal (rather than professional) commit
ment to evolving architectural values 
through a cross-cultural dialogue. 

Another way of looking at the ne
cessity for coping with design problems 
in unfamiliar cultures is to consider situa
tions where heterogenous language or 
ethnic groups coexist side by side. How 
does an architect in India or China or the 
Soviet Union converse with the client? 
English, Russian or Mandarin may 
seemingly be the linguistic vehicle, but 
how closely can an architect hope to 
bring together frames of reference with a 
client when these countries have such di
verse peoples? If Khalili and Giilgonen 
may be relatively at ease linguistically 
under their circumstances, and Nadim 
Karam plunges into Japanese, what of 
Singaporean Tay Kheng Soon designing 
for Muslim culture in Borneo, or Delhi 
architect Satish Grover in Thailand or 
Malaysia? And, as if verbal language bar
riers were not enough, how does one 
evolve an appropriate design language, or 
a meaningful grammar of form? 

Tay Kheng Soon, architect, teacher 
and author, is in quest of a "rhapsodic" or 
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Toy Kheng Soon: Serangoon Gardens Country 
Club, Singapore. 

"transcendental" kind of architecture, one 
which does not rely on conventions that 
are culture-bound and will appeal directly 
to all of the sensing mechanisms humans 
possess. He believes that aesthetic sensi
tivity is not a special gift; all human 
beings "can detect very subtle differences 
in forms, proportions and other dif
ferentiating characteristics." Tay feels that 
this sensitivity is a part of man's cognitive 
capabilities and can therefore be 
"trained"; his recent architectural designs 
are attempts to bring back certain kinds 
of elemental sensitivities, that surpass but 
at the same time subsume cultural differ
ences: for example, control and heighten
ing of sensitivities to changes in tempera
ture in tropical climates, or the "sky 
map" in his Borneo hotel. 

It is worthwhile noting Tay's 
observations about divergences within 
Singaporean culture and the reflection of 
these among students of architecture. 

"I think it is necessary to explore the im
plications cif some aspects cif the Chinese 
heritage which have an impact on the design 
attitudes oj many oj our architects whether 
cif Chinese or English language back
grounds. Since the Singapore culture is so 
predominantly Chinese in its under
pinnings, it is necessmy to inje!' the links 
from that heritage which affect aesthetics. 
Singapore Chinese education and tradition
al Chinese home background tend to 
emphasise disciplined rote-learning and 



memorising. It tends not to encourage ques
tioning or discursive exploration without 
specified or socially legitimate boundaries, 
objectives or motives. It stresses responsible 
hierarchical relationships and emphasises re
spect for mastery and masters. Most impor
tant is the tendency to submerge individual 
judgment and its replacement by proven 
conventions and consensual norms ... 

"Art in the sense if a direct appeal to the 
senses and the intellect without the aid if 
conventions and standard formulations is 
rare. Could it also be that the Confocianist 
penchant for ritual, rationalism and orderly 
social conventions have brought about a 
systematic codification of all matters includ
ing aesthetics? 

"The senses are mistrusted just as nature is 
mistrusted. These values and attitudes sur
vive in many if the more traditional dialect 
and Chinese speaking families. These 
values are passed on in early childhood. 
The under-development of sensing skill and 
the substitution if it by conventions is thus 
very common . JJ 

Through his designs both in Singapore 
and abroad illustrated here, Tay has been 
experimenting with the means for de
veloping a fully conscious awareness in 
the users of his buildings of their own 
interaction with built environments. 
Hotels and country clubs, arenas of plea
sure, provide ideal settings and, frequent
ly, generous budgets for sensual, "trans
cendental" architecture - with the assist
ance of sophisticated technology not al
ways available in other kinds of projects. 
The architect has seized the opportunity 
these briefs offer to propose unconven
tional buildings which address or awaken 
people's sensitivities on various levels in 
spite of linguistic or cultural differences; 
they are buildings that directly touch the 
imagination through all the avenues of 
perception: visual, tactile, olfactory, audi
tory or whatever. 

More rationalistic in his approach 
perhaps, is Satish Grover who is an histo
rian and critic and teacher of architecture 
as well as a practitioner in New Delhi. 

Satish Grovel': Indian Emhassy Chancery, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. 

The two buildings presented here, a 
Buddhist temple for Thailand and his 
hotel in eastern India, reveal an attempt to 
find a synthesis among certain stylistic 
qualities of ancient Indian architecture 
while responding to modem needs and 
requirements. Grover does this with ex
emplary taste and control. His Buddhist 
pavilion is "replete with symbolic allu
sions to Buddhist architecture of the Aso
hoka period and represents a paradoxical 
allegory ... the architect attempts to rein
terpret and reassemble the inherent sym
bolic features of Hinayana art evident in 
the magnificent Chaitya halls of the Karla 
and Bhaja caves of Western India." In
stead of employing the traditional mate
rials of wood or stone for such temples, 
Grover opted for stainless steel and con
crete, with white ceramic tiles for facing. 
He has gone so far as to qualify the im
ages incorporated into the temple design 
as "surrealistic", yet the references to his
torical tradition, to the conventions of 
Buddhist temples, are still recognisable as 
such - even by Thai monks unfamiliar 
with Indian iconography. 

The Oberoi Hotel in Bhubaneswar, a 
city with a composite history of both 
Hinduism and Buddhism, is meant to 
reflect traditional building elements and 
spaces from each. Grover the historian 
and architect takes the monumental and 
not the vernacular architecture of this re
gion as inspiration for a contemporary 
idiom. Recognition of this referencing by 
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users and visitors, local and foreign, may 
depend upon their historical and cultural 
awareness. Nevertheless, whether he is 
projecting an image of Indian culture 
abroad, as with the temple among other 
temples in Thailand, or his new Indian 
Embassy in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia or 
evolving an appropriate style at home, 
Satish Grover demonstrates an "histori
cist" attitude that is at the centre of 
theoretical debate in his own country 
today. 

Our survey, which cannot be consi
dered exhaustive by any stretch of the 
imagination, revealed three factors that 
strongly contribute to an architect from 
the developing world being able to over
come cultural dislocations by moving his 
or her career to the West: intrinsic per
sonal talent as a designer, prior profes
sional training in a Western (or Westem
modelled) university system, and an 
approach which has strong, philosophical 
or theoretical underpinnings. Professional 
success, seen purely in monetary terms, 
may not depend upon the third factor 
mentioned; however, it would seem that 
the dialogue between designer and his 
host culture will be more mutually en
riching if one brings a theoretical bias into 
the "transplantation process." Each of the 
examples of professional confrontations 
proposed on these pages involves this fac
tor in a preeminent way. 

Brian Brace Taylor 


