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Infra-National Architectural 
Technology and Cultural Identity 

by Ron Sylva 

Contemporary technologies for designing and building structures risk a rootless 
architecture of culturally sterile architectural clones. The structural fitness of physical 
foundations required by building codes should find a parallel in the cultural aptness 
of their aesthetic foundations. 

Ron Sylva 
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Tema RUM FOR KULTUR 

W E H A V E O N L Y B E G U N to understand the 
interactive quality of our natural en­
vironment. We are just beginning to 

appreciate that those interactions do not occur 
outside of ourselves, to a great extent they are 
ourselves. We are, each, individual sets of phy­
siological, intellectual, and emotional ecologies. 
It is equally true that our built environment is 
more than a set of shells that we occupy, move 
around in, or move past. Our built environment 
is both a reflection and a defining element of our 
collective identities; a shaper and an extension 
of who we are. Our built environment is a mate­
rial manifestation of our culture. 

Culture is heritage and heritage is Janus; one 
face to the past, and one to the future. A heritage 
can be cherished for what was; a repository for 
the past; a celebration of who we are and where 
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Figure 1. The 
individual is 
shaped by 
cultural 
ways-of-
being that are 
expressed in 
cultural 
ways-of-
doing, e. g., 
in artforms 
such as 
architecture. 

we come from. And a heritage is an inherit­
ance; a legacy for what we may become. (Fig. 1) 

Heritage is an instrument to inform the pre­
sent and to shape the future. A cultural heritage 
is different from, and more than, a political 
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Figure 3. A montage composed of photographs of st 
Havana, Cuba, Queensland, Australia, and Pittsbur 

nation-hood. A culture presents a world view; a 
way of seeking out, responding to, and initiating 
experience. It cultivates versions of ways-of-
being and ways-of-doing. As one learns to act in 
and on the world, each human being is shaped in 
a particular ecology of human experience for 
ways-of-being and ways-of-doing. 

Cultural Essences 
The essences of cultures are not mysterious. 
They are the meat of popular travel books and 
scholarly sociology. They are to be found in such 
things as the forms and patterns of the natural 
surround and in the scale and shapes of the spa­
ces created by those forms and patterns. They 
are derived from the physical nature of a people, 
the pace, rhythm and density of their lives, and 
their arts. 

There are, of course, few unalloyed architec­
tural environments for any culture. Historical 
developments are accompanied by evolving en­
vironmental forms. Variety may be contributed 
by other cultures as better solutions, as new op­
tions, and as spice. Commerce and communi­
cation with other cultures provides deliberate in-

jctures found [from left to right] in Barcelona, Spain, 
h, USA. 

troductions, political impositions, or casual rub-
offs. 

Most cultures, and the artforms of those cul­
tures are really nested sets of cultures and art-
forms. There are the indigenous architectural 
forms that have evolved naturally within a phy­
sical and cultural environment, responding to 
and helping to shape its qualities. There are the 
imported forms that have been adopted simp­
ly because they were persuasive. Architectural 
forms have been imposed for political or social 
reasons - usually by another culture. And forms 
from the 'world culture' have been appreciated 
and welcomed as transcending the context of 
any particular culture. Finally, there are those 

Nested Cultures 
Figure 2. Any culture is composed of a continuum 
of elements, from the most indigenous to the suc­
cessively more international. 

58 RON SYLVA 



Figure 4. A montage composed of photographs of 
London, England, Novosibersk [former Soviet Unioi 

architectural forms whose content and aesthe­
tic is derived primarily from technological sys­
tems and capabilities; forms that are more or less 
indifferent to the qualities of any culture. (Fig. 2) 

The Cultural Traditions 
of Architectural Form 
Historically, architectural forms were fairly 
straightforward expressions of a culture, or sub­
culture, or the manifestations of some overarch­
ing culture like 'Western', 'Hispanic', or 'Isla­
mic'. For the most part, a built environment of 
architectural form and style was a synthesis of 
purposes and requirements, cultural qualities, 
and the evolving technologies that had been de­
veloped, nurtured, and flavored by the culture. A 
culture-centered identity for architecture was 
based largely in an awareness and an unaffected 
respect for physical environments, local mate­
rials, and life-styles. Climate and terrain provi­
ded requirements and constraints for the types 
of structures to be built that were addressed by 
available natural resources, building concepts, 
and technologies. Subjective expectations and in­
fluences, such as the cultural purposes to which 

structures found [from left to right] in Cairo, Egypt, 
i], and Severobaikalsk [former Soviet Union]. 

the forms were to be put and the flavor of the 
indigenous artforms, influenced the character 
and identity of the architectural form. Parallel 
architectural concepts like the igloo of the Inuit 
and the dome of the Romanesque church origi­
nated in different cultures, but the consonance 
between those forms and their respective cul­
ture was clear. 

Newer Technologies 
and Architectural Form 
Newer technologies in architecture, a mixed 
blessing, possess indisputable potential. And, 
like the application of technologies to other 
fields, the realization of their potential has - too 
often - been dismal. The impressive but all too 
scarce architectural gems may be acknowled­
ged. But then we must set them aside because 
the pervasive reality for cities around the world 
is a matrix of architecturally undistinguished 
and culturally indistinguishable structures. Sky-
cranes and earth-movers of mythic proportions 
have been harnessed to stock concepts and tech­
niques. Architectural form and style has become 
no more than the exercise of the most recent 
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technologies and economic strategies. The same 
office buildings, hotels, high-rise apartments, 
and housing appear all over the world as redun­
dant approaches to cost-effective grids of con­
crete, steel, and glass. Limited visions of the 
potential of newer technologies [and the com­
manding position for shrewd economics] pro­
vide new meanings for 'form and significance' 
in architecture. The familiar 'form follows func­
tion' is replaced by 'form follows means'. Form 
is reduced to function in its meanest sense and 
at the lowest common denominator of capabili­
ties and cost. (Fig. 3) 

The bulk of professional literature in archi­
tecture honors the achievements of the past, de­
bates the unorthodox, and celebrates the new, but 
these are all architectural special cases. Too little 
critical and influential attention is paid to the 
architectural actuality that is growing up around 
the world. The office buildings and high-rise 
apartment houses of Tokyo, or Lisbon are no 
different than those of Rio or Calcutta. And the 

Figure 5. A montage composed of photographs of 
structures found [from left to right] in Havana, Cuba, 
Tbilsi, Georgia, and Kinshasa, Zaire. 

movement is not toward some transcendental 
concept of international architecture, it is a drift 
into a characterless environment of infra-natio­
nal engineering. We are seeing the growth of 
city-scapes that illustrate the repetition of tech­
nology-driven construction. (Fig. 4) 

In the same way that we cannot, should not, 
ignore cultural changes, we must appreciate 
newer technologies, but they require new in­
spiration. A culturally authentic base for the use 
of architectural technologies should not just re­
construct familiar forms using contemporary 
methods. The potential of new technologies for 
their more imaginative use to create culturally 
interpretive architectural forms does exist. What 
appears to be missing is the means [or the will] 
to assure a broader application of that enlighten­
ment to the spaces and places in which more and 
more of us will live and work. (Fig. 5) 

Beyond the expectation that it will remain 
upright, the design of an architectural form is 
based in a range of rationales, options, and man-
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dates. Functional requirements based in the pur­
pose^) of the structure may establish rigid para­
meters for its design. The design may be a tour 
de force for a renowned architect. There may be 
constraints imposed by idiosyncratic demands 
from the client. And signature architecture, a 
sort of large-scale, three-dimensional, logo is 
becoming increasingly prevalent in an age of 
multi-national chain operations. 

Economic constraints and motivations, a less 
direct but equally commanding set of factors, 
risk the promotion of short-sighted mind-sets 
for the design and construction of multiple-use, 
short-term, and eminently forgettable structures 
that can be traded like securities, or discarded 
like plastic containers [it is tempting to suspect 
that architectural planning for most new con­
struction now includes the implosion techni­
ques for its subsequent removal]. (Fig. 6) 

The excellent architectural designs that have 
made use of contemporary techniques and mate­
rials are sadly outnumbered by less inspired ex­
amples. But, they do suggest a generally unrea­
lized and un-tapped potential in newer techno-
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Figure 6. A comparison of the traditional basis for 
architectural form, the shortcircuiting of infra-cultu­
ral architechnology, and the need for a new syn­
thesis of architectural form and meaning. 

logies for their more imaginative use in archi­
tectural design and construction. They do il lumi­
nate the possibilities for a richer architectural ex­
perience that expresses and reveals the authen­
tic content and intent of an evolving culture. 

An equation for a more imaginative use of 
new technologies to create architectural form 
would assure a place for a more sensitive and 
authentic expression of the evolving cultural en­
vironment in which they are employed. (Fig. 7) 
This would require a means for identifying the 

Some Cultural Dimensions 

Roots 
History 
Evolution 

ORIGINS 
beginnings, defining factors, natural environment, ethnicity, etc. 
episodes, events, interveniences, continuities, etc. 
time-flow, forms, rhythms, changes, etc. 

Psyche 
Beliefs 
Governance 

CORE QUALITIES 
internal structures, attitudes, style, etc. 
religions, philosophies, etc. 
shape, power base, exercise, etc. 

Singularities 
Configurations 
Distinctions 

CHARACTERISTICS 
unique to the culture, etc. 
characteristic association of elements, etc. 
what it does that is different, what it does differently, etc. 

Parallels 
Influences 
Reactions 

RELATIONSHIPS 
independent development, or based in universals, etc. 
influencing other cultures, influenced by other cultures, etc. 
attitudes toward other cultures, or specific culture[s], etc. 

Celebrating the Past 
Informing the Present 
Conceiving the Future 

TIME 
functional elements, ceremonial elements, etc. 
interpret, give meaning, advance appropriate behaviors, etc. 
participating in change; maintaining cultural integrity, etc. 

architectural investigation and interpretation. 
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qualities of that cultural environment and a way 
for those qualities to become an integral part of 
the architectural concept. And it would require a 
sea-change in the way that contemporary tech­
nology participates as a part of the architectural 
conception so that it remains an instrument, 
rather than a defining factor. 

While persuasive arguments may introduce 
an issue, the means for its resolution are harder 
to come by. There are, however some avenues 
to explore. 

Architectural Research 
The most straightforward option would be a 
movement among architectural firms [and the 
construction companies that realize their con­
cepts] away from technology-driven, generic 
architectural design. The designers and builders 
of our constructed environment would embrace 
an environmentally and culturally sensitive con­
cept of architecture that can be realized by a poe­
tic fluency in the potential of contemporary tech­
nologies. It would be unrealistic to ignore the in­
fluence of costs, but the ideal of value as merit, 
is too often overwhelmed by the reality of value 
as cost. The flexible applications and economi­
cal advantages of metal rods and poured con­
crete can be persuasive. But the work of Nervi 
and others have also demonstrated the lyrical 
potential of cement and steel. 

What is required is a commitment to develop­
ing more inspired theoretical constructs for em­
ploying contemporary technologies for the de­
sign of the general run of architectural environ­
ments - more inspired in their articulation of 
cultural qualities and in the level of their aesthe­
tic qualities. And there would need to be a com­
mitment on the part of architectural firms, busi­
ness communities, local governments, and citi­
zen groups to support that research and to assure 
its implementation in architectural practice. Mu­
nicipal and state governments - and through 
them, the people - share some of the costs for 
new construction in a number of direct and in­
direct ways. That participation should provide 

some leverage for the public interests in the 
design decisions. 

Architectural Cultivation 
The concept of architectural cultivation; the en­
hancement, preservation and - where appro­
priate - the modification of our existing built 
environment is another possibility. Programs 
for internships in architectural cultivation might 
be supported by a pool of funds contributed by 
architectural firms, construction companies and 
engineering enterprises. Internships could be 
made available to advanced architectural stu­
dents and perhaps for the re-direction of archi­
tects already in practice. Architectural cultiva­
tion as a distinct professional alternative for pri­
vate practice or within public programs could 
remain as an option. Architectural cultivation 
could go a long way toward preserving the qua­
lities of traditional architectural forms, while 
developing a sensitivity to those qualities that 
could be incorporated in more contemporary 
designs but that would avoid the horns of shal­
low nostalgia and decorative superficiality. 

Architectural Education 
Architectural Education, as a significant ele­
ment of environmental education and an educa­
tion in art in schools, should address issues of 
environmental ethics and aesthetics. This should 
be a part of public education for all citizens who 
will participate in the built environment and 
who will provide the funds for its design and 
construction, in one way or another. Many years 
ago, in an article, by Robert Sommer, there was 
a quotation [I haven't been able to re-discover 
its source]. It went something like: 'He who 
pays the piper, calls the tune; but the tune, as it 
is played, falls on all our ears'. Beyond the con­
cept of the citizen as tax-payer and consumer, 
there is the role of the citizen who participates 
in the shaping of the public environment by 
providing an informed, considered, and com­
manding opinion on the direction that the envi­
ronment will take. 
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A Final Note 
In assembling the illustrations for this paper, I 
anticipated a fairly straightforward search for 
examples that would provide a pattern of visual 
parallels, differences, and distinctions. The search 
was frustrating. It is difficult to obtain images 
of the architecture that actually makes up the 
newer areas of most cities. The images used in 
the illustrations were found in the background 
of images about other subjects in several issues 
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