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ELADIO DIESTE
Carlos Morales describes the work of the Uruguayan
engineer and architect Eladio Dieste, whose buildings
reflect a concern for 'humanization' of the technical and
respect for the essence and possibilities of materials.

T

he works of Eladio Dieste
represent some of the most
impressive architecture and
engineering in Latin America.
His buildings, the majority of which are
silos, warehouses or industrial plants, are
awesome not only in scale but in the
spectacular structure of their roofs,
spanning 40 to 50 metres or more. But
there are other elements of his work, more
emotional perhaps, which imbue his
buildings with a logical, restful quality.
His work is the outcome of an intimate
knowledge of materials and his pleasure
in working with them. It is also a
statement on the professional attitudes
needed for design and construction.
Eladio Dieste was born in Uruguay in
1917. He has been a champion of the need
to develop appropriate technologies,
without limitations or barriers to
professional achievement. Instead of
adopting solutions foreign to this
environment and contrary to local needs
and resources, we should accept the
challenge of searching for alternatives
more in harmony with the social and
economic context of the place. His works
are a powerful demonstration that it is
possible to undertake projects of a size and
scale which have traditionally been
limited to technologically advanced
countries. Dieste is constantly preoccupied with the concept of
'development', which he has expressed in
this way: "Development - what is
development? Is development desirable?
Knowledgeable technicians speak of
product per capita, standards of health and
education, population distribution by age,
etc. Is this enough? I do not believe so.
Development, that is desirable
development is that which brings man
greater happiness and profound
fulfilment . Anyone who is familiar, even
superficially, with the so-called developed
countries, knows how much of that
development is pure vacuity and silliness,
quite unrelated to man's happiness or
plenitude ... "
Through his academic and professional
activities. Dieste spreads the message that
third world countries should not confuse
their objectives. Development is not an

rationality and a realistic attitude to local
economic and production possibilities.
Paradoxically, one does not often find
these qualities, however obvious they
may seem, united in a single person or in
a single building, and this is, perhaps, why
we admire them so much. Dieste's
projects do not employ the daring feats,
forced solutions and structural exploits
used by so many other architects (and
covered in so many architectural journals).
3 Dieste achieves the same or better results
without ostentation, and evokes the
feeling that the materials are doing
precisely what they want to do and what
they know how to do.
The best known and most representative feature of his work are the gausa
vaults (with double curvatures). These are
vast ceramic brick shells which, with a
minimum of structural reinforcement,
provide possibilities as great as reinforced
concrete. He has refined this theme over
1. Montevideo warehouse, detail showing
the years to the point where his structures
the roof and original walls.
can span 50 metres or more with thicknesses of no more than 12 centimetres (of
2. Montevideo warehouse. The structure
which 10 centimetres comprises hollow
had been destroyed. Dieste was called in to
brick). Several factors make this type of
design a new project on the site. He decided
arch an advantageous structural solution:
to maintain the existing walls and build a
1. The brick-mortar-iron complex
new roof This shot shows the original
behaves as a structurally viable unit.
entrance with added buttresses.
2. The catenary provides the direction,
then the weight produces simple
3 . Interior view of Montevideo warehouse.
compression, and this compression allows
Structural 'lightness' can be felt when
the structure to resist flexions . The
walking through the space. The span is 50
metres with 12 centimetre thick brick walls.
capacity for resistance is considerably
increased with 'minimum constructive'
objective in itself: it can only be good reinforcement.
insofar as it is in harmony with the objec- 3. The own weight compression tensions
tives of man, and it would be wrong to are independent of the section, so that the
subordinate these. He is concerned about direct force is proportional to the weight
the attitude that solutions to problems per unit built (i.e. to the section).
already exist in the developed countries, 4. Minimum reinforcement ensures that
and the view that it is easier for a third a considerable length of the shell reacts
like an elastic unit to concentrated loads.
world country to seek its own.
Each of Eladio Dieste's works re- 5. Bearing in mind that the only material
presents a process of search and discovery. to be hardened is that of the joints, which
Everything, including materials, forms, make up no more than 2 per cent of the
spaces, techniques possible in a depressed total surface, it is possible to unmould in
economy, building traditions, available a matter of hours. The economies
labour, is subject to that continual achieved by being able to re-use rapidly
investigative process which has resulted the plank mouldings and scaffolding are
in an exquisite formal sensitivity, a very important.
Utilizing these points, and exploiting
profound technical and constructive
2
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the variation of the sections, Dieste creates
roof surfaces capable of taking on
different forms, permitting interruptions
or vertical sections to intersperse light
shafts or the insertion of lighting
elements. He uses construction methods
which do not rely on sophisticated
machinery but, on the contrary, are
within the grasp of semi-skilled
workmen. The contrast between the aweinspiring magnitude of a finished building
and the technical and human resources
used to achieve it is striking. The
machinery used is almost primitive (in
many cases designed and assembled by
Dieste himself), and the team of workers
identifY more easily with the construction
of rows of small houses than with these
monuments of architecture and
engineering.
The choice of brick for this type of
project is not capricious, but a response
to a variety of considerations:
1. Brick has a mechanical resistance equal,
and often superior, to that of concrete.
2. Baked ceramic brick weighs much less
than concrete, and this provides
considerable economies ofload in largescale constructions.
3 . Equally resistant, brick has a lower
modulus of elasticity than concrete, which
makes the structure more adaptable to
deformations.
4. Requiring a minimum of maintenance,
brick constructions age better than those
of concrete and are more resistant to

5

6

temperature changes.
5. Repair work or modifications are less
noticeable in a brick structure.
6. Ceramic provides better thermal
insulation than concrete.
7. Brick has better acoustic qualities than
concrete.
8. Ceramic has an excellent capacity for
'natural' humidity regulation.
9. With traditional brick manufacturing
techniques (and particularly with
advanced production), the price per cubic
metre manufactured is lower than that of
any other material of similar quality.
The varied applications and refinements
of gausa vaults can be seen in many of
Dieste's projects. The market of Porto
Alegre in Brazil, a gigantic structure of
35,000 square metres, has a central pavilion with vaults which span 47 metres,
with large planes of light interspersed,
giving changing visual effects as one
passes through the interior. For other
pavilions in this project he used constant
section vaults with 20 metre spans and six
metre cantilevers on each side. These are
modest cantilevers in comparison with
those of14 metres or more which are seen
in some of his other constructions.
4. Grain silo, during construction.
5. Grain silo.
6. Television tower. The brick structure is 66
metres high.
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7. Montevideo shopping centre, interior
view.
8. Montevideo shopping centre. Exterior
detail of the curved structural wall enclosing
the main space.
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For Dieste, form is a language, and that
language must be intelligible: in addition
to this, he wants to be intelligible and,
therefore, to be expressive. There is a
vacuum of legitimate expressIOn
architecture, which is frequently
ornamented with decoration and false
forms . "What we build should always be
expressive: if it does not speak to us,
because it is impenetrable or carelessly
built, there is an absence of expression
which lacks the dignity of silence. This
absence is a sickness of modern society ."
All Eladio Dieste's work is genuinely
expressive. What for many designers
could be merely problems of calculus and
construction, such as a water tank or
television tower become a poetic theme
and a philosophical argument . The form,
the textures themselves and the staircases
transcend their own definition. For
example, a television tower is full of
content: the totality of human experience
passes through it, its membranes act like
ears or mouths. With a bell-tower we
associate climbing up it and mystery:
"Could that which the experience of
climbing up the bell-tower of Chartres,
of Strasburg or of Gaudi's Sagrada
Familia signifies possibly be compared,
since we cannot climb up it, with the pole
which holds up the bells of the Cathedral
of Brasilia?" Referring to the bell-tower
of one of his churches, Dieste says : "A
bell-tower is, of course, made to hold
bells, but it is also for lovers to climb up
on Sundays to view the landscape; for
children playing in them to relive the
stories of times long gone by which lie
asleep in each ofus, to measure space, above
all when at each new spring, swallows dart
round it like living arrows .. . ".
To be authentic, expression cannot be
gratuitous. The coherence of what is made
using the laws which govern material
balance, is fundamental, and so it is
natural that what was built should be
suited to the forces it will have to resist.
And that coherence must extend to what
is shown by the constructed form and

reality: to the function of a space and the
message it transmits to the user; to the
spatial conception and the method or
technique used to build it. All this must
be unified in the creative process of the
designer. When form, structure, function
and building technique coincide in a
building, the result is necessarily
harmonious and imposing. When that
construction contains no surplus element,
and yet still displays a natural beauty, then
10 we are probably looking at a work that
comes close to perfection . In Eladio
Dieste, the coherence of all the parts of
his work, from the initial idea and the
philosophy that supports it, to the final
product, has come to characterize and
obsess him.
An excellent example is the
Montevideo shopping centre. Both the
great vaults covering the principal space
and the undulating outer walls because of
their form, act as structural elements. In
addition to its function of enclosure and
as a structural element, the wall succeeds
in achieving a scale in harmony with the
size of the vaults, and becomes the
leitmotif of the entire project. Dieste's
projects for religious centres are, perhaps,
the most attractive examples. Here Dieste
includes a large number of the building
elements used in many of his other works,
but through the forms of the walls and
roofs, the simple lighting effects and
1 patterned placing of bricks, he also
achieves spaces imbued with fantasy and
spirituality .
The San Pedro Church in Durazno was
built on the ruins of a church which had
been destroyed by fire . The idea of the
original project was that of a typical floor
plan with a central nave, spatially
separated from the lateral naves by rows
of columns. The new project adhered to
the idea of the three naves, but eliminated
the columns, replacing them with a
system similar to three folded slabs, one
slightly horizontal and two almost
vertical, which support each other. The
roof follows the same pattern and is

9. The church at AtIantida, 40 kilometres
Jrom Montevideo. The building is a
converted warehouse.
to. Atlantida church. Interior view.

11. Atlantida church. Detail showing how
the rooJ and walls meet.

Plan and section oj Atlantida church.
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supported, almost imperceptibly, by the
sides of the central nave. Using this
system the architect achieves an
uninterrupted interior space of 32 metres
in width, finished at one end by the altar
and a chancel of great height and, at the
other, by a structurally improbable
rosette, whose lighting effects intensify
the spirituality of the atmosphere felt in
the sober interior of the church.
The other church, Atlantida, is among
the most celebrated ofDieste's works. Its
roof is a continuous, undulating membrane, resting on two walls, which are
also undulating and continuous. This
combination achieves a sculptured interior
spatiality, enriched by the play of light
and the varying textures of the brick.
From wherever one looks at it, each part
provides a different vision, full of
surprises. The curves of the walls give it
a sense of dynamism, of permanent
movement: when it touches the brickwork, the light generates tonalities which
change with the hours of the day; and
everywhere, there are louvres, visual
effects and the ever-present, inescapable
logic of all that one perceives .
Eladio Dieste enjoys meditating on his
work and exploring the very diverse

Drawings of San Pedro church.
12. San Pedro church. The rosette over the
entrance perforates the fafade. The old wall was
apt to resist compression but not traction, so each
'ray' of the rosette was worked with iron to
achieve the required stability.
13. San Pedro church. Interior, facing the
altar. The roof is practically floating above
the space, with few visible points of contact
with the wall.
subjects associated with it. He studies
with the same interest the way in which
medieval builders reached levels of
structural intuition which allowed them
to build marvellous cathedrals with such
disconcerting precision, or debates with
a certain anger the dehumanizing attitude
of large companies which tenaciously
follow the idea of a misunderstood
productivity. He is distressed by the
iniquity 'and sordidness on which the
Industrial Revolution developed, by those
workers houses which are still built today
in many industrial cities, " ... houses with
a certain animal comfort, but without a
single sign of having been built for men
and women destined to speak with the

stars, ... an insult to the destiny of man".
He is indignant at the destruction of the
character of cities; at the contamination
of the environment; and at organizations
which channel their vast economic
resources not into correcting the
deficiencies of a society, but into making
more money.
The philosophy transmitted by Eladio
Dieste through his works, his attitudes
and his ideas, is profoundly moral in its
respect for the order of nature and the
laws and cycles which govern it.
This morality can be seen when he
points up the role of the designer and
builder and their responsibility towards
society; in the personal commitment he
makes in a region of the world which is
not obliged, because of its economic
limitations, to resign itself to permanent
relegation. When one refers to the
architecture of Latin America, Dieste, one
of the great contemporary masters,
deservedly occupies a place of honour.
CARLOS MORALES , A COLOMBIAN
ARCHITECT AND ANTHROPOLOGIST, IS
DEAN OF THE SCHOOL OF ARCHITECTURE AT THE UNIVERSIDAD DE LOS
ANDES, BOGOTA, AND DIRECTOROFTHE
SOMOSUR BOOK COLLECTION.
[MJ
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ECLECTIC EXTRAVAGANZA
Murlidhar Dawani describes the 'marriage halls' that
constitute some of the most bizarre and outlandish
commercial architecture in Karachi

Above: Marriage halls in North Nazimabad,
designed by Nasim Siddiqi: varied styles
include neo-colonial and recreation of a
rustic grotto.

T

he gaudy, unconventional
marriage halls that line Karachi's busiest streets are a com.
paratively recent phenomenon.
They emerged during the late 1970s to
accommodate and celebrate the marriage
ceremony - one of the most important
social and cultural functions of oriental
society - and they reflect the growing
importance of this ceremony in Pakistan.
The halls cater for the lower- and middleincome group city dwellers who often
live in cramped, box-like apartments or
houses.
Before marriage halls came into vogue

lower- and middle-class weddings were
usually conducted in homes and open
spaces of the neighbourhood. (Upper
middle-class people generally used and
continue to 'use hotels, lawns and gardens
in the wealthier areas.) The rapid increase
in population, the break-up of the
extended family into 'nuclear' farnilies and
the significance of weddings in the new
social set-up are all factors that have
paved the way for buildings to house
more elaborate marriage ceremonies.
The changing social values are in turn
a response to more promising economic
conditions in the country. From the early

1970s to the 1980s, Pakistan underwent
a dramatic economic boom based on
financial aid from rich Arab States and the
large Pakistani labour force which went
to work in those countries, principally
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United
Arab Emirates. The boom influenced all
sectors of Pakistani society, and
particularly affected and upgraded the
lower- and middle-class life-styles.
This situation also spurred great
changes in architectural trends. Marriage
halls became a status symbol for lowerand middle-class people, and weddings
were often performed in an ostentatious
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From top, left to right: Two avant-garde
designs by Nasim Siddiqi at North
Nazimabad. 'Shalimar Palace' in North
Nazimabad, designed by Nasim Siddiqi.
'Mumtaz Mahal' at Gulsham Iqbal,
designed by Hamid Siddiqi and 'Decent
Hall' at Gulsham Iqbal, designed by Abdul
Majeed Khan. A reflection of the Brazilia
architectural vocabulary in marriage halls in
the 1980s in Karachi.
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Above: At night the unconventional forms
of the marriage halls in North Nazimabad
are picked out in multi-coloured neon.

and 'flashy' manner, which generated a
gimmicky-style of architecture to meet
popular tastes.
The emphasis in the halls is on fa<;ade
and charade - mock reality. This is a
stage for melodrama in loudest possible
tone. Developers and designers have
appealed to ordinary people's emotions
through fantasia and dreamland architecture, adopting a landscape as the
setting for the excitement of modern life,
which is noisy, exotic and aggressive.
Marriage hall architecture is an explicit
manifestation of popular art; a phenomenon of the 1970s when popular
culture was presented in abstract expressionism, which triumphed over the contemporary modern and folk styles.
The marriage ceremony itself has
become very elaborate and extravagant.
Display, demonstration and conspicuous
consumption are an integral part of the
occasion. The average wedding can
involve between 500 to 800 guests, which
is the average capacity of most halls. The
colourful ceremonies and rituals of
marriage are in many ways representative
of Indo-Islamic culture. The extremes
of colours and sounds range from
pulsating sound-tracks to video cameras,
bright lights and flashy ornaments and
clothes.
The basic requirements of a hall are
very few. Each is divided into two
portions: ground floor for the groom and
male guests and first floor for the bride
and female guests. Every floor contains
a stage for the bride and groom
respectively, where all the marriage
ceremonies are performed. After the
Nikkah ceremony which also usually
takes place in the hall, the bride and

groom and their parents receive and
exchange greetings. After that food is
served on separate floors for men and
women. In a final ceremony the bride and
groom leave for their new home followed
by a procession of cars.
Marriage in Pakistan is, however, quite
a seasonal affair. These venues are very
busy in and around both Eid festivals, and
rates are correspondingly higher. In the
off-peak season (in the Islamic months of
Ramzan, Ziquad, Muharram and Safar),
few marriages take place. Superstition also
dictates that weddings should not be
performed on certain days and dates.
The fa<;ades of marriage halls make a
strong statement about the function of the
building, and the people it caters for.
These halls are an amalgam of many
elements from various styles in modern
construction techniques, executed in
fantastic and often weird combinations.
The eclectic and flamboyant use of
symbolic elements, such as intriguing
arches, circular openings, decorated
monumental staircases, elaborate
balconies, mouldings and classical orders
characterized by lavish use of ornament,
evoke Hollywood's images of The Arabian
Nights. The layout of most of the
structures emphasizes display. Sweeping
staircases and imposing galleries from
which to view the proceedings can be
seen in garish tubelight glory from the
public thoroughfares.
Typically, the front elevations are
adorned with marble, polished granite
tiles, extensive use of glass and modernist,
streamlined features. The latest trend in
marriage hall architecture is to install
rocks and artificial greenery, accompanied
by fountains and lights. This can create

the illusion that the marriage is taking
place on a film set recreation of woods
and mountains areas.
With their mammoth scale, colourful
features and glossy characteristics, these
halls have a tremendous visual impact
upon the urban landscape. At night when
they are illuminated, the chic but off-beat
fa<;ades appear even more compelling.
The designers of marriage halls, often
small-time architects, have capitalized on
the opportunity to materialize their
wildest fantasies and illusions without
worrying about scale, proportion, composition, geometry, materials, lucidity and
coherence.
The architecture of marriage halls does
not have a counterpart in other countries;
nor is it an international fusion of styles.
However, as a product of the metropolis,
a tangible reflection of this art can be
perceived in the neighbourhood mosque
and residential and commercial architecture of lower- and middle- income
people.
Marriage halls are an embodiment of
romanticism and a reaction to the formality, containment, seriousness and intellectual discipline of art and architecture.
Their strength lies in the commitment to
feeling, sheer entertainment and freedom
of expression. They reflect a change in the
underlying social reality within the once
ultra-conservative lower- and middleclass people. More specifically, they
represent the breaking of the shackles of
traditional culture and the flaunting of
upward social mobility.
MURLlDHAR DAWANI TEACHES AT
DAWOOD COLLEGE OF ENGINEERING &
TECHNOLOGY, KARACHI.
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