The enduring magic of Nature in architecture

The image of the dynamiting and pulling down of the less than 20 years old Pruitt-lgoe housing
complex in St. Louis in 1972 still keeps coming up as a reminder of what can happen to
architecture that does not respect and respond to enduring human values. This boxed in 14
storied housing complex for low middle income families was alienated from Nature and healthy
human interaction. It had given rise to uncontrollable despair, violence and vandalism among
its inhabitants. In a remarkable verdict, the court had to order the complete destruction of this
housing complex. The parody is that this complex, designed somewhat on the lines of
Corbusier's Marsielles block, had earlier received an honor award for excellence in architecture
from the American Institute of Architects.

What went wrong? What is going wrong in so many such examples of architecture that we
continue to see, live and work in? The faceless, depersonalized, uncaring, insensitive harshness
of our physical environment consciously and unconsciously saps our energies, makes us feel
exhausted and unwell. This environment is the result of a greedy, hectic life style that ignores
the basic value of man's living with Nature and with fellow humans in a loving, caring and
sharing manner. Thus it is no wonder that many people seek inner private relief by artificial
stimulants in their lives as well as in their physical environment.

Even the famous global city planner - Constantin Doxiadis, in his later years wrote a document
entitled 'Confessions of a criminal'. In this document, he confesses that his first crime was that
he advocated the construction of high rise buildings - which he realized later" worked against
Nature and against man himself.

The paradox of today's life is that despite man's attachment and mania for technical gadgets
and ensuing mechanical comfort, his true relaxation lies in their absence. Thus, to avoid further
mental and physical deterioration he escapes from this synthetic, simulate environment to
more natural surroundings. We have also experienced the magical, energizing, rejuvenating
influence of Nature when we go to such Natural places. This man-nature relationship, that of
wonder, awe, fear (in case of natural catastrophe), respect, harmony, urge to control and so on
has continued from time immemorial.

Whenever man has understood his place as an integral indispensible part of Nature - as a
strand in this intricate, wonderful web of life, he has contributed positively to Nature and has
lived in harmony with it. His architecture is synchronized with the surrounding natural forces,
blends with and supports the local ecosystem. It supports life and health, thus regenerating the
body and soul. His architecture puts us in touch with the primeval forces of life; It is respectful
of Nature, caring for health and nurturing to the spirit.

But whenever man has considered himself separate from Nature, (which we see happening
more often today) he has tried to control Nature and suppress it. He has created insensitive,
closed architecture that not only took him further away from Nature but from his fellow beings

1



and from himself. Disregarding simple, effective Natural support systems, he devices systems
that need tremendous artificial support. Thus it is no coincidence that New York city uses
almost as much electrical energy as the whole continent of Africa.

As a responsible human being, my concern is always life as a whole. Thus, the basic test that |
put my designs to is whether they have helped in a small way in improving the quality of life of
the user. There are so many parameters that would influence the quality of our lives, wherein
the quality of space is one of the important ones; --as space is an indispensable & integral part
of our lives and which is in our realm of influence. Though our architecture is a temporary
occupant on the ecosystem space, it can do some good or a lot of damage to it- like a cuckoo
that takes on the nest and lives as a parasite.

The role of today's architect needs to be that of a visionary, missionary, an agent of social
change - - who with his humane concerns and ability for his formal, aesthetical expressions
creates a living architecture that values human values. But if architects continue to eagerly
follow the directions given to them by investors, builders, they will be demoted to facility
managers or will disappear altogether.

The quality of life can be definitely enhanced if the perennial humane values are respected and
strengthened in our design. --if our designs can help establish a better rapport between man
and his wholeness -(Nature) between man and his fellow beings and with himself.

It is very interesting to note how architectural space and elements have found their place in our
language too -like walls have ears; this room feels dead; that approach leaves room for growth;
it is an open door policy; they are windows to your soul and so on.

As architecture was basically born out of the need to shelter ourselves from the vagaries of
Nature, the most interesting aspect of designing with Nature is to strike a balance between
protection from the natural elements and at the same time integrating them as a part of our
design.

We guess that the first architectural inspirations for man must have come from Nature - its
varied forms, natural caves, nests of birds, burrows, platforms of other animals etc. These
builders in nature were far more accomplished in their architectural creations, much before
man put a leaky roof over his head. This architecture and our vernacular architecture is
expressive of its symbiotic relationship with Nature - a relationship that compliments each
other.

Let us see how we are alienating ourselves from Mother Nature in our eternal quest for more
artificially created comforts and a desire to have more of everything. We will also see my very
small efforts at trying to establish this rapport with Nature through my work.

Trees are being cut down, forests are being cleared, biodiversity is being destroyed everywhere
to quench man's thirst for more material comfort — more newspaper and so on.



In all my designs it is my genuine effort to preserve whatever trees are there on the site so that
they become on integral design element and enhance the quality of space - add a sense of
place and lend life to the space. The trees at our farm house & beach house have almost
become members of our family whom we greet on entering the space and with whom a silent
communication continues during our stay.

The Ficus tree in the central courtyard of the Sanjeevan Vidyalaya complex has become the best
friend to some of the students. It has created an ambience of growth, life and joy there.

The site near Bangalore, where excavations were done was changed to include this lovely
mango tree in the house. It's company has changed the way they have breakfast- with greater
awareness and observation.

Why should our design vocabulary be restricted to bricks, stones, concrete walls, floors, roofs,
windows and doors? Can we include the trees, the yonder sky, the clouds, the moon, the hills,
the birds in our space defining architectural vocabulary?

This old cashurina tree framed in the window is like a live painting, changing colors throughout
the day as well as with the seasons. When framed in the manmade forms, these natural forms
gain a special meaning and relevance - almost acquiring a sacred, revered image.

The closer becomes our rapport with Nature, when the sharp dissecting lines or barriers
between the inside and the outside disappear. In some of these examples, you will notice that it
is difficult to tell where the inside ends and outside begins - whether the house is in the garden
as the garden is in the house. The verandahs or any other transitional spaces also play an
important role in relating the man made to the natural.

It is such a soul reviving experience to be there - to soak in the nature, - the morning rays of the
sun, the quality of sunlight & its shadows, the fresh bloom on the trees. It is also such a treat to
enjoy Nature with star gazing at night through these openings onto Nature or by lying on the
specially made open air platforms.

The element of courtyard is such a blessing for Indian architecture. It not only allows privacy,
but brings in Nature in the form of greenery, sunlight and ventilation inside the house. The
variations in this courtyard form can be no many. The courtyard also offers a much needed
visual relief from the other closed in spaces.

Other natural elements such as water, wind and rocks can also be used to create lively,
comfortable and natural spaces as seen in these various examples. All this does not really cost
much. The water pool on the farm costed only Rs. 2500 to construct about 20 years ago. It is
good for recreation as well as for cooling the micro-climate. It is also used as a playing arena
when it is dry.



This site in Hyderabad for the Laboratory for the conservation of endangered species had these
huge incredible rocks at its one end. | requested the clients to try and procure more land on the
other side of these rocks as exchange. The clients obliged and now these rocks will grace the
central arrival courtyard of this complex.

On a new site it used to be a practice for the user and architect to stand in the center of the site
- kiss the earth and bow to each direction of the world in reverence and humility before starting
any work on it.

The site with its soil, topography, views etc is our major natural resource. It can be used to the
best of our advantage in design if we ask the site what kind of building it would like to have.
Different sites will have different answers. There would be the creation of landscaped
amphitheaters or a sub terranian non building or the hills beyond would become a space
defining element.

The use of Natural materials is another way of making Nature blend with the man made
architecture. These materials like stone, mud, cow dung, wood etc exude harmony, humanness
and warmth. The building could almost become one's extended skin.

In order to have a true relationship with Nature instead of a gimmicky, tourist centered, make
belief one, what is needed is a paradigm shift in the way people think and thus in their life
styles. This real understanding of Nature in the context of deep ecology would bring about the
uncluttering of one's physical & mental space and an almost tangible simplicity - A tangible
simplicity that springs from the intangible values of humanity and therefore architecture. Can
we explore, understand and respond to this hidden but very important dimension of enduring
human values?

Thus architectural styles and "isms" are not very important for me. They come and go. The
important issue for me is to create living - life renewing spaces rather than lifeless, life sapping
ones. Only the enduring magic of Nature can help us in doing so.

Nature is always in the act of being where the continuous process of becoming happens
spontaneously. Can our architecture sustain this continuous process of becoming by allowing
for the changing functions?

Could we architects imbibe the beautiful sensitivity of the poets? In one of the Japanese
Haikus, the poet Shiki writes —

Good morning, sparrow
Writing on my clean verandah
With your dewy feet.

or another one which says



A fallen flower
returning to its branch?
A butterfly.

As busy, important adults, we fail to give importance to so many simple beautiful happenings
everyday - like the lovely sunrise & sunsets, the new bloom, the falling leaves the soaring birds
and so on. Whereas small kids are aware and sensitive to seemingly insignificant changes in
their surroundings.

Can we develop an empathy with Nature to live a holistic and wholesome existence? | once
wrote at the beginning of the rains —

| sit here in a timeless state
extending myself

into

the fresh green offshoots

on that withered plant,

mingling with the raindrops

and soaring into the clouds

in the form of yonder hills

then, | cascade down

as a stream

solidifying into rocks on the way
to later amorphise into soil and dust ----
------ Mingling thus with Nature,
| shed my limits

to experience

the limitless.

Can we bring about this shift in our self centred consciousness towards the universal
consciousness to help muster the magic of Nature in our designs? That is why Natural
architecture affirms a sense of wholeness and well being --- a sense of place, a sense of being
connected to our source of well being.

It is observed that the spirit of place is strongest in places which emphasize the meeting of the
various natural elements (between the sky & earth, rocks & water, sand & plants and so on)
Could our designs be host for this spirit of the place which embodies the healing and
rejuvenating properties?

Can we understand and feel space as a living, pulsating part of Nature itself? A very interesting
symbolic ritual called 'Garbhanyasam' is performed in South India at the time of starting the
work on a new house. It is a beautiful concept of impregnating space for the creation of a
building. An empty hollow copper vessel symbolizing space is held in an inclined position and
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seeds of five different kinds of grain symbolizing external energies & resources are thrown
inside as an act of impregnation. Space here, is considered as something living.

Baubiologie -(building biology) a German movement started by prof. Anton Schneider thought
of the house as a living organism too. They advocated materials that caused minimum harm to
the environment in their manufacture & use. They allowed the building to breathe and helped
in creating a healthy environment for physical and spiritual well being.

Can our designs evoke life's vibrancy and joy in our lives?

In Nature, there is honesty. Can our designs shed the redundant and reach a level of simplicity
that has great potential and strength?

In order to bring about this transformation in our outer space, a change needs to happen in the
way we think about life and the way we live life. Can we minimize the conflict between the
Natural element of chance and the human element of control?

The reason why the experience of any element in Nature -(such as a tree or a cloud, or a stream
or rocks or grass or mountains) gives a feeling of wholeness and harmony is but natural. It is
because we are also part of Nature and we experience this fullness on meeting our remaining
part in Nature. That is why the rocks, hills and clouds were brothers and rivers, trees and
creepers were sisters to our ancients.

Our relationship with Nature is a perennial, unchanging one, which has endured till today. It has
endured the tremendous changes that have been brought about in human lives in all fields -
society, culture, economy, technology, psychology and architecture too.

Just as many, many toys cannot compensate for parents' love, today's innumerable gadgets
cannot make up for our inner longing for Nature.

Let us get intoxicated with Nature and may our designs acknowledge and celebrate Nature.



